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Introduction 


A bout five years after Orientalism was published in 1978/I began to gather 
together some ideas about the general relationsHip between culture 


1 X. together some ideas about the general relationsHip between culture 
and empire that had become clear to me while writing that book. The first 
result was a series of lectures that I gave at universities in the United States, 
Canada, and England in 1985 and 1986. These lectures form the core argu- 
ment of the present work, which has occupied me steadily since that time. 
^ sul^.^ial-.amOTmt_j^f ^hol^hip _in anthropology , history, and a rea 
.st udies has developed arguments I put forward in OnVwte^^hldTwas 

I limited to the Middle East So I, too, have tried here to expand the argu- 
ments of the earlier book to describe a more general pattern of relationships 
between the modern metropolitan West and its overseas territories. 

What are some of the non— Middle Eastern materials drawn on here? 
^ European writing o n Africa, India^parts of the Far East. Australia, and the 


. Caribbe an^ these Africanist and Indianist discourses, as some of themhave 
been called, I see as part of the general Eu ropean effort to rule distant lands 
andjpeoplgs ^and, therefore, as related to Orientali st descriptions of the 


nd peoples and, therefore, as related 
ilamic world,_ as well as to Eu rope’; 


I slamic wor ld, as well as to Euro p e’s specia l ways of representing th e 
Caribbean islands, Ireland, and the Far E as t . What are striking in these 
discourses are the rhgtfi ncaTfigut fes one keeps encountering in their descrip- 
tions of “the mysterious East,” as well as the stereotypes abou t “the African 
[o r Indian or Ir is h or . J^ma i£aiL.Qr-Chinese|.jnnind.” the notions about bring- 
ing civilization to primitive or barbaric peoples, the disturbingly familiar 
ideas about flogging or death or extended punishment being required when 
V*ey” misbehaved or became rebellious, because “they” mainly understood 
force or violence best, “they” were not like “us,” and for that reason de- 
served to be ruled. 
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Yet it was the case nearly everywhere in the non-European world tha t the 
coming of t h e white man bro ught forth some sort of resistance. What I left 
out of Orientalism was that response to Western dominance which cul- 
minated in the great movement of decolonization all across the Third 
World. Along with armed resistance in places as diverse as nineteenth- 
century Algeria, Ireland^ and Indonesia, there also went considerable efforts 
in c ultural resistan ce almost everywhere, the assertions of nationalist identi- 
ties, and,j n the po litical realm, the creation of associations and parties whos e 
common goal was self-determination and national independence. N ever was 
it the case that the imperial encounter pitted an active Western intruder 
against a supine or inert non-Westem native; there was always some form of 
active resistance, and in the overwhelming majority of cases, the resistance 
finally won out 

These two factors — a general world-wide pattern of imperial culture, and 
a historical experience of resistance against empire — inform this book in 
ways that make it not just a sequel to Orientalism but aa-attempt-te-do 
so mething else. In both books I have emphasized what in a rather general 
way I have called “<fulture?’> As I use the word, “culture” means two things 
in particular. First ofalfltmeans all those practices, like the arts of desc rip- 
ti on, comm unication, an d representation, that have relative autonomy fro m 
t he economic, sodilTand political real ms and that o ft en exist in aesthe tic 
forms, one of whose principal aims is pleasure. Included, of course, are both 
the popular stock of lore about distant parts of the world and specialized 
knowledge available in such learned disciplines as ethnography, historiogra- 
phy, philology, sociology, and literary history. Since my exclusive focus here 
is on the mo dern Western empires of the nineteenth and twentieth cen tu- 
jriesJ[ have looked especially at cultural forms like thefnovej} which I believe 
were immensely important in the formation of imperiaTattitudes, references, 
and experiences. I do not mean that only the novel was important, but that 
I consider i t the aesthetic obje ct whose connection to the expanding societies 
of Britain and France is particularly interesting to study. The prototypical 
modern realistic novel is Robinson Crusoe, and certainly not accidentally it is 
about a European who creates a fiefdom for himself on a distant, non- 
European island. 

A great deal of recent criticism has concentrated on narrative fiction, yet 
very little attention has been paid to itspositi on in the history and world o f 
empire. Readers of this book will quickly discover that (larrati vQ 1 is crucial 
to my argument here, my basic point being that stories are at the heart of 
what explorers and novelists say about strange regions of the world; they 
also b ecome the method coloni zed people use to assert their own identity 
and the existence of their own history. The mam battle in imperialism is 
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over land, of course; but when it came to who owned the land, who had the 
right to settle and work on it, who kept it going, who won it back, and who 
now plans its future — t hese iss ues were., reflected, contested, a nd eveiiibr-a 
time decided in jn arrative. A s one critic has suggested, nations themsel ves ( 
are narrations. T he power to narrate, or to block other narratives from 
forming and emerging, is very important to culture and imperialism, and 
constitutes one of the main connections between them. Most important^the 
grandn arratives of emancipation and enlightenment mobilized peo ple in the 
cglonialworld to rise up ancTt hrow off imperial subjecrionTTnthe~pf5eess. 
many Europeans and Americans were also stirred by these stories and their 
protagonists, and they too fought for new narratives of equality and human 
community. 

Second, and almost imperceptibly, culture is a concept that includes a 
refining and elevating element, each society’s reservoir of the best that has 
been known and~tHougEtTas~Matthew Arnold put it in the 1860s. Arnold 
believed thatjcukute^a lliates, if it does n o t, altogether neutralize, the rav- 
ages of a modern, aggressive, mercantile, and brutalizing urban existenc e. 
You read Dante or Shakespeare in order to keep up with the best that was 
thought and known, and also to see yourself, your people, society, and 
tradition in their best lights. In time, culture comes to be associated, often 
aggressively, with the nation or the state; this differentiates “us” from 
“them,” almost always with some degree of xenophobia. Culture in this 
sense is a source of identity, and a rather combative one at that, as we see 
in recent “returns” to culture and tradition. These “returns” accompany 
rigorous codes of intellectual and moral behavior that are opposed to the 
permissiveness associated with such relatively liberal philosophies as mul - 
tj gulturalism and hybridity . In the formerly colonized world, these “returns” 
have produced varieties of religious and nationalist fundamentalism. 

In this second sense culture is a sort of theater where various political and 


ideological causes engage one another. Far from being a placid realm of 
Apollonian gentility, culture can even be a battleground on which causes 
expose themselves to the light of day and contend with one another, making 
it apparent that, for instance, American, French, or Indian students who are 
taught to read their national classics before they read others are expected to 


i ppreciate and 
ions while de 


ten uncritical! 


Now the trouble with this idea of culture is that it entails not only 
venerating one’s own culture but also thinking of it as somehow divorced 
from, because transcending, the everyday world. Most professional human- 


ists as a result are unable to make the connectioo between the prolonged 


ordid cruelty of practices such as slavery, colonialist and racial 


Igssion, 
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and imperial subjection on the one hand, and the poetry r fiction, philosophy 
of the so"cietytH 5 tengages i n these p ractices onjhfcjQther. One of the difficult 
tru dSTTcfisco ve red i n wo rki ng on this book is how very few of the British 
or French artists whom I admire took issue with the notion of “subject” or 
“inferior” races so prevalent among officials who practiced those ideas as a 
matter of course in ruling India or Algeria. They were wi dely accepted 
notions, and they helped fuel the imperial acquisition of territories in Africa 
throughout the nineteenth century. In thinking of Carlyle or Ruskin, or even 
of Dickens and Thackeray, critics have often, I believe, relegated these 
writers’ ideas about colonial expansion, inferior races, or “niggers” to a very 
different department from that of culture, culture being the elevated area of 
activity in which they “truly” belong and in which they did their “really” 
important work. 

Culture conceived in this way can become a protective enclosure: check 
your politics at the door before you enter it. As someone wfiolias spent his 
entire professional life teaching literature, yet who also grew up in the 
pre-World War Two colonial world, I have found it jyAallen ge «>/ to se e 
c,vUtiire..jn_this_way— that is, antiseptically quarantined from its worldly 
affiliations— buLas^aiLextr aordinarily varied field of endeavor. The novels 
and other books I consideThiliTan^^ find them 

es timable and admirable works of a rtand learning, in which I and many 
other readers take pleasure and from whicK" we~ 3 erive profit. Second, the 
challenge is to connect tESifT not only with that pleasfrreliid~p?ofit but’ also 
wKh the impe naL E ro £es ^o f which they were manifestly and unconcealedly 
a part; rather than condemning or ignoring their participation in what was 
an unquestioned reality in their societies, I suggest that what we learn about 
this hitherto ignored aspect actually and truly enhances our readine and 
understanding of them. ~ “ — 

Let me say a little here about what I have in mind, using two well-known 
and very great novels. D^cken^GreatExpectations (1861) is primarily a novel 
about self-delusion, about Pip’s vain attempts to become a gentleman with 
neither the hard work nor the aristocratic source of income required for such 
a role. Early in life he helps a condemned convict, Abel Magwitch, who, after 
being transported to Australia, pays back his young benefactor with large 
sums of money; because the lawyer involved says nothing as he disburses the 
money, Pip persuades himself that an elderly gentlewoman, Miss Havisham, 
has been his patron. Magwitch then reappears illegally in London, unwel- 
comed by Pip because everything about the man reeks of delinquency and 
unpleasantness. In the end, though, Pip is reconciled to Magwitch and to his 
reality: he finally acknowledges Magwitch — hunted, apprehended, and fa- 
tally ill— as hi s surrogate father, n ot as someone to be denied or rejected, 
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though Magwitch is in fact unacceptable, being from Australia, a penal 
colony designed for the rehabilitation but not the repatriation of transported 
English criminals. ” 

Most, if not all, readings of this remarkable work situate it squarely within 
C C ^2E£limhistQry_of^iitisJiJ £ rion, whereas I believe that it belongs 
m a history both more inclusive and more dynamic than such interpretations 
a ow. It has been left to two more recent books than Dickens’s— Robert 
Hughes s magisterial The Fatal Shore and Paul Carter’s brilliantly speculative 
T e Road to Botany Bay— to reveal ajvast jiistory 0 f speculation about and 

expener^ejff Au^alia^a_‘/^white.” colqnv lik e Ireland, in which we can 


ickens not_as. mer e c oinci dental references in 


gh the novel and throughTmuch older 
and wider experience between England and its overseas territories. 

Australia was established as a penal colony in the late eighteenth century 
main y so that England could transport an irredeemabLe ^warned exc ess 
.pogplgpon^fjelons to a^lace, gEjgjnal ly c ha r ted by Captai n Coo k, rhar 
w _^Iljlgq^npionjs a^.coljany repIacjn£thqse jo st in A me rica. The pursuit 
of profit, the building of empire, and what Hughes calls social apartheid 
ogether produced modern Australia, which by the time Dickens first took 
an interest in it during the 1840s (in David Copperfield Wilkins Micawber 
appdy immigrates there) had progressed somewhat into profitability and a 

s aC^fteej^sm n :’.where laborers could do well on their own if allowed" 
to do so. Yet in Magwitch 


Dickens knotted several strands in the English perception of convicts 
in Australia at the end of transportation. They could succeed, but they 
^^^ajherealsense, return. They could expiate their crimes 
in a technical, legal sense, but wESt they suffered there warped them 


lnt0 permanent outside rs , 


K et they were capable of redemp 


as long as they staved in Australia . 1 


Carters exploration of what he calls AustraliaYsfratial history offers us 
another version of that same experience. Here explorfe^H^s, ethnogra- 
phers, profiteers, soldiers chart the vast and relatively empty continent each 
in a discourse that jostles, displaces, or incorporates the others. Botany Bay 
is therefore first of all anEnJighteninm-dis^rse of travel and discovrrv 
then a set of travelling narrators (including Cook) whose woM^^d 
intermonsjccumulate the strange territories and gradually turn them’ into 

The ad ) acence between the Benthamite or g anizarion~"o7™ace 

(which produced the city of Melbourne) and the apparent disorder of the 
Australian bush is shown by Carter to have become an optimistic transfor- 
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mation of social space, which produced a n Elysium for gentlemen, a n Eden 
for laborers in the 1840s. 2 What Dickens envisions for Pip, being Magwitch’s 
“London gentleman,” is roughly equivalent to what was envisioned by 
English benevolence for Australia, one social space authorizing another. 

But Great Expectations was not written with anything like the concern for 
native Australian accounts that Hughes or Carter has, nor did it presume or 
forecast a tradition of Australian writing, which in fact came later to include 
the literary works of David Malouf, Peter Carey, and Patrick White. The 
pro hibition placet^ on Magwitch’s return is not only penal but impe rial: 
subjects can be taken to places like Australia, but they cannot be allowed a 
return to metropolitan spa ce, which, as all Dickens’s fiction testifies, is 
meticulously charted, spoken for, inhabited bv a hierarchy of metropolitan 
personages. So on the one hand, interpreters like Hughes and Carter expand 
on the relatively attenuated presence of Australia in nineteenth-century 
British writing, expressing the fullness and earned integrity of an Australian 
history that became independent from Britain’s in the twentieth century; 
yet, on the other, an accurate reading of Great Expectations must note that 
after Magwitch’s delinquency is expiated, so to speak, after Pip redemp- 
tively acknowledges his debt to the old, bitterly energized, and vengeful 
convict, Pip himself collapses and is revived in two explicitly positive ways. 
A new Pip appears, less laden than the old Pip with the chains of the 
past— he is glimpsed in the form of a child, also called Pip; and the old Pip 
takes on a new career with his boyhood friend Herbert Pocket, this time not 
as an idle gentleman but as a hardworking trader in the East, where Britain ’s 
other colonies offer a sort of normality that Australia never could . 

Thus even as Dickens settles the difficulty with Australia, another struc- 
ture of attitude and reference emerges to suggest Britain’s imperial inter- 
course through trade and travel with the Orient. In his new career as colonial 
businessman, Pip is hardly an exceptional figure, since nearly all of Dickens’s 
b usinessmen, w ay ward relatives, and frightening outsiders" have a fairl y 
normal and sec ure connection with the empire. B ut it is only in recent years 
that~ these connections have taken on interpretative importance. A new 
generation of scholars and critics— ^the children of decolonization i n some 
instances, the beneficiaries (like sexual, religious, and racial minorities) of 
advances in human freedom jttjiome — have seen in such great texts of 
Western literature a standing interest in what was considered a lesser world, 
populated with lesser people of color, portrayed as open to the intervention 
of so many Robinson Crusoes. 

By the end of the nineteenth century the empire is no longer merely a 
shadowy presence, or embodied merely in the unwelcome appearance of a 
fugitive convict but, in the works of writers like Co nrad, Kipling, Gide ^and 
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^QtL_a centraUrea of concern . Conrad (i 9 o 4 )-my second exam- 
ple— is set in a Central American republic, independent (unlike the African 
and East Asian colonial settings of his earlier fictions), and dominated at the 
same time by outside interests because of its immense silver mine For a 
contemporary American the most compelling aspect of the work is Conrad’s 
pigad pcg^ he forecasts the unstoppable unrest and “misrule” of the Latin 
American republics (gover ning them, he says ^ quoting Bolivar, is like plow- 
jng the sea), and he singles out North Am^ 

mg conditions in a decisive yet barely visible way. Holroyd, the San 
Francisco financier who backs Charles Gould, the British owner of the San 
Tom<j mine, warns his prot^gd that “we won’t be drawn into any large 
trouble” as investors. Nevertheless, 6 

We can sit and watch. Of cours e, some day we shall step i n. We are 
bound to. But there’s no hurry. Time itself has got to wait on the 
greatest country in the whole of God’s universe. We shall be giving the 
word for everything— industry, trade, law, journalism, art, politics, and 
religion, from Cape Horn clear over to Surith’s Sound, and beyond it, 
t00 > ^nything^woitlL taking hoj d of tu rns up atjh£_North-gole. And 
then we shall have the leisure to take inTandThe outlying islands and 
continents of the earth. Wg~shalbm^^ whether rh P 


likes it or not. 1 


-and neither can we. 


guess. 3 


Much of the rhetoric of the “New World Order” promulgated by the 
American government since the end of the Cold War— with its redolent 
self-congratulation, its unconcealed triumphalism, its grave proclamations of 
responsibility— might have been scripted by Conrad’s Holroyd: we jiie 

orde r, and so 


mi. No American has been immune from this straffimTof feeling) and yet 
the im plicit warning c ontained in Conrad’s portraits of Holroyd and Gould 
is rarely reflected on since the rhetoric of power all too easily produces an 
illusion of benevolence when deployed in an imperial setting. Yet it is a 
rhetoric whose most damning characteristic is that it has been used before, 
not just once (by Spain and Portugal) but with deafeningly repetitive fre- 
quency in the modern period, by the British, the French, the Belgians, the 
Japanese, the Russians, and now the Americans. 

Yet it would be incomplete to read Conrad’s great work simply as an early 
prediction of what we see happening in twentieth-century Latin America, 
with its string of United Fruit Companies, colonels, liberation forces, and 
American-financed mercenaries. Conrad is the precursor of the Western 
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views of the Third World which one finds in the work of novelists as 
different as Graham Greene, V. S. Naipaul, and Robert Stone, of theoreti- 
cians of imperialism like Hannah Arendt, and of travel writers, filmmakers, 
and polemicists whose specialty is to deliver the non-European world either 


sementor for satisf 


te exotic tastes of 


North American audiences. For if it is true that Conrad ironically sees the 
imperialism of the San Tome silver mine’s British and American owners as 
doomed by its own pretentious and impossible ambitions, it is also true that 
he writes as a m m^shss& JlVestent view of the non-Westem world is so 
j g grained as to blind him to other histories, other cultures, other aspirations. 
All Conrad can seelis~a^orIdT?otIIIylIomnia^^ 

which every opposition to the West only confirms the West’s wicked power. 
What Conrad cannot see is an alternative to this cruel tautology. He could 
neither understand that India, Africa, and South America also had lives and 
cultures with integrities not totally controlled by the gringo imperialists and 
reformers of this world, nor allow himself to believe that anti-imperialist 
independence movements were not all corrupt and in the pay of the puppet 
masters in London or Washington. 

These crucial limitations)in vision are as much a part of Nostromo as its 
characters and plot. Conrad’s novel embodies th e same paternalistic arro - 
gance of imperialist !! that it mocks in characters like Gould and Holroyd. 
Conrad seems to be saying, ^tVe Westerners will decide who is a good 
native or a bad, because a ll native~s~fiave sufficient existence by virtue of ou r 
recognition . We created them, we taughtthem to speak and think , and when 
they rebel' they simply confirm our views of them as silly children, duped 
by some of their Western masters.” This is in effect what Americans have 
felt about their southern neighbors: that independence is to be wished for 
them so long as it is the kind ofjndepgndence we approve of. Anything else 
is unacceptable and, worse, Unthinkable^} 

I t is no paradox, theref oreljE ELaFConrad was both anti-imperialist and 
imperialist, progressive when it came to rendering fearlessly and pessimisti- 
cally the self-confirming, self-deluding corruption of overseas domination, 
deeply reactionary when it came to conceding that Africa or South America 
could ever have had a n independent history or culture, w hich the imp erial- 
i^ts^mfeBtlv distur bed but by which they were ultimately defeate d. Yet lest 
we think patronizingly of Conrad as the creature of his own time, we had 
better note that recent attitudes in Washington and among most Western 
policymakers and intellectuals show Jiflk_a dvance over his views. What 
Conrad discerned as the futility latent in imperialist philanthropy — whose 
intentions include such ideas as “making the world safe for democracy” — 
the United States government is still unable to perceive, as it tries to 
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implement its wishes all over the globe, especially in the Middle East. At 
least Conrad had the courage to see that np such schemes ever succe ed — 
b ecause they trap th e planners in more illusions of omnipotenceand mis- 


leading self-satisfaction (as in Vietnam! and because by their very nature 
they falsify the evidence. 

All this is worth bearing in mind if Nostromo is to be read with some 
attention to its massive strengths and inherent limitations. The newly inde- 
pendent state of Sulaco that emerges at the end of the novel is only a smaller, 
more tightly controlled and intolerant version of the larger state from which 
it has seceded and has now come to displace in wealth and importance. 
Conrad allows the reader to see that i mperialism i s a system. Life in one 
su bordinate realm of experience is imprinted by th efiifiSfis andfollies ofthe~ 
dominant realm . But the reverse is true~tooTas^^ 
society comes to depend uncritically on natives and their territories per- 
ceived as in need of la mission civilisatrice. 

However it is read, Nostromo offers a profoundly unforgiving glo w an( j j t 
has quite literally enabled the equally severe view of Western imperialist 
illusions in Graham Greene’s The Quiet American or V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend 
in the River, novels with very different agendas. Few readers today, after 
Vietnam, Iran, the Philippines, Algeria, Cuba, Nicaragua, Iraq, would dis- 
agree that it is precisely the fervent innocence of Greene’s Pyle or Naipaul’s 
Father Huismans, men for whom the native can be educated into “our” 
civilization, that turns out to produce the murder, subversion, and endless 
instability of “primitive” societies. A similar anger pervades films like Oliver 
Stones Salvador, Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, and Constantin 
Costa-Gavras’s Missing ; in which unscrupulous CIA operatives and power- 
mad officers manipulate natives and well-intentioned Americans alike. 

Yet all these works, which are so indebted to Conrad’s anti-imperia list 
iio ny in Nostromo, argue that the source of the world’s significant action and 
Ji fe is in the We st , whose representatives seem at liberty to visit the ir 
f antasies and philanthropies upon a mind-d eadened Third World. In this 
view, the outlyingregions of the world havelioTIferHIstoryTor^lture to 
speak of, no independence or integrity worth representing without the West. 
And when there is something to be described it is, following Conrad, unut- 
terably corrupt, degenerate, irredeemable. But whereas Conrad wrote Nos- 
tromo during a period of Europe’s largely uncontested imperialist 
enthusiasm, contemporary novelists and filmmakers who have learned his 
ironies so well have done their work after decolonization, after the massive 
intellectual, moral, and imaginative overhaul and deconstruction of Western 
representation of the non-Western world, after the work of Frantz Fanon, 
Amilcar Cabral, C.L.R. James, Walter Rodney, after the novels and plays of 
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Chinua Achebe, Ngugi wa Thiongo, Wole Soyinka, Salman Rushdie, Ga- 
briel Garda M 4 rquez, and many others. 

Thus Conrad has passed along his residual imperialist propensities, al- 
though his heirs scarcely have an excuse to justify the often subtle and 
unreflecting bias of their work. This is not just a matter of Westerners who 
do not have enough sympathy for or comprehension of foreign cultures — 
since there are, after all, some artists and intellectuals who have, in effect, 
crossed to the other side— Jean Genet, Basil Davidson, Albert Memmi.Juan 
Goytisolo, and others. What is perhaps more relevant i s the politic al willing- 
n ess to take ser iously t he alternatives to imperialism. among them_ the 
e xistence of o ther cultures and societies. Whether one believes that Conrad’s 
extraordinary fiction confirms habitual Western suspicions about Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia, or whether one sees in novels like Nostromo and 
Great Expectations the lineaments of an astonishingly durable imperial world- 
view, capable of warping the perspectives of reader and author equally: both 
those ways of reading the real alternatives seem Outdated: The world today 
does not exist as a spectacle about which we canbeeither pessimistic or 
optimistic, about which our “texts” can be either ingenious or boring. All 
such attitudes involve the de ployment of pow er and interests. To the extent 
that we see Conrad both criticizing and reproducing the imperial ideology 
of his time, to that extent we can characterize our own present attitudes: 
the projection, or the refusal, of the wish to dominate, the capacity to damn, 
or the energy to comprehend and engage with other societies, traditions, 
histories. 

Th e world has changed since Conrad a nd Dickens in ways that have 
su rprised, and often alarmed, metropolitan Europeans and Americans, who 
n ow confront large non-white im migrant populations in their midst, and 
face an impressive roster of newly empowered voices asking for their narra- 
tives to be heard. The point of my book is that such populations and voices 
have been there for some time, thanks to the g lobalized process set in motion 
by modern imperialism; to ignore or otherwise discount the overlapping 
experience of Westerners and Orientals, the interdenenrienrp of cultural 
terrains in which colonizer and colonized co-existed and battled each other 
through projections as well as rival geographies, narratives, and histories, is 
to miss what is essential about the world in the past century. 

For the first time, the history of imperialism and its culture can now be 
studied as neither monolithic nor reductively compartmentalized, separate, 
distinct. True, -t here has been a disturbing eruption of separatist and c hau- 
vinist d iscourse, whether in India, Lebanon, or Yugoslavia, or in Affocentric, 
Tslamocentric, or Eurocentric proclamations; far from invalidating the strug- 
gle to be free from empire, these reductions of cultural discourse actually 
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prove the validity of a fundamental liberationist energy that animates the 
wish to be independent, to speak freely and without the burden of unfair 
dommanon. The^only way to understand this energy, however, is histori- 

indtiLboolc In our wish to make ourselves heard, we tend veJyoften to 
forget that the w Q d dis_a_cmml£d_jilace, and that if everyone were to insist 
on the radical purity or priority of one’s own voice, all we would have would 
be the awfiil din of unending strife, and a bloody political mess, the true 
horror of which is beginning to be perceptible here and there in the re- 
emergence of racist politics in Europe, the cacophony of debates over 
political correctness and identity politics in the United States, and— to speak 
about my own part of the world— the intolerance of religious prejudice and 
lllusionary promises of Bismarckian despotism, a la Saddam Hussein and his 
numerous Arab epigones and counterparts. 

What a sobering and inspiring thing it is therefore not just to read one’s 
own side, as it were, but also to grasp how a great artist like Kipling (few 
more imperialist and reactionary than he) rendered India with such skill, and 
how in doing so his novel Kim not only depended on a long history of 
Anglo-Indian perspective, but also, in^t^ofitseltWast^ untenabi^ 
of that perspective m its insistence on the belief that the Indian reality 
r S 9 SHgj'_ indeed be seeched Bri tish tutelage more or les s indefinitely The 
great cultural archive, I argute, is where the intellectual and^tiiSk invest- 
ments in overseas dominion are made. If you were British or French in the 
1860s you saw, and you felt, India and North Africa with a combination of 
familiantjLanidistailfie, but never with a sense of their separate sovereignty. 
In your narratives, histories, travel tales, and explorations your conscious- 


ness was ret 


an active point of enere 


that made sense not just of colonizing activities but of exotic geographies and 
peoples. Above all, your sense of power scarcely imagined that those “na- 
tives” who appeared either subservient or sullenly uncooperative were ever 
going to be capable of finally making you give up India or Algeria. Or of 
saying anything that might perhaps contradict, challenge, or otherwise dis- 
rupt the prevailing discourse. 

Imperialism’s culture was not invisible, nor did it conceal its worldly 
affiliations and interests. There is a sufficient clarity in the culture’s major 
lines for us to remark the often scrupulous notations recorded there, and also 
to remark how they have not been paid much attention. Why they are now 
of such interest as, for instance, to spur this and other books derives less 
from a kind of retrospective vindictiveness than from a fortified need for 
jinks and connec tions. One of imperialism’s achievementiTwas S'BHngthe 
world closer together, and although in the process the separation between 
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Europeans and natives was an insidious and fundamentally unjust one, 
most of us shoulcL n aw-r egard the historica l-ex perience of empire asiTconv - 
frtion one. The task then is to describe it as pertaining to Indians and 
Britishers, Algerians and French, Westerners and Africans, Asians, Latin 
Americans, and Australians despite the horrors, the bloodshed, and the 
vengeful bitterness. 

'^My rnethod is to focus as much as possible on individual works, to_read. 
tjiemfirst^ great produ cts ofth e creative or i n terp retatiye-imaginatian-and 
then ,-io show them as part of the relationship between culture and empire. 


I do not believe that authors are mechanically determined by ideology, class, 
or economic history, but authors are, I also believe, very much in the history 
of their societies, s haping and shaped bv that history and their social expe ri- 
ence in d if ferent measure. Culture and the aesthetic forms it contains derive 
from historical experience, which in effect is one of the main subjects of this 
book. As I discovered in writing Orientalism , you cannot grasp historical 
experience by lists or catalogues, and no matter how much you provide by 
way of coverage, s ome books, articles, authors, and ideas are goi ng to be left 
j3ut. Instead, I have tried to look at what I consider to be important and 
essential things, conceding in advance that selectivity and conscious choice 
filave had to rule what I have done. My hope is that readers and critics of this 
book will use it to further the lines of inquiry and arguments about the 
historical experience of imperialism _gut forward in it. In discussing and 
analyzing what in fact is a, glo bal pro cess, I have had to be occasionally both 
general and summary; yet no one, I am sure, would wish this book any 
longer than it is! 

Moreover, there are several empires that I d o not discuss: the Austro- 
Hungarian, the Russian, the Ottoman, and the Spanish and Portuguese. 
These omissions, however, are not at all meant to suggest that Russia’s 
domination of Central Asia and Eastern Europe, Istanbul’s rule over the 
Arab world, Portugal’s over what are today’s Angola and Mozambique, and 
Spain’s domination in both the Pacific and Latin America have been either 
benign (and hence approved of) or any less imperialist. Wh atJL am saying 


-experience is mat- 


a unique coh erence an d a special cultural cem ratitfe-England of course is in 
an imperial class by itself, bigger, grander, more imposing than any other; 
for almost two centuries France was in direct competition with it. Since 
narrative plays such a remarkable part in the imperial quest, it is therefore 
not surprising that France and (especially) England have an unbroken tra di- 
t ion of n ovel-writing, unparalleled elsewhere. America began as an empire 
during theluneteenSrEentufy, Bunt was in the second half of the twentieth, 


during the nineteenth 
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after the decolonization of the British and French empires, that it directly 
followed its two great predecessors. 

There are two additional reasons for focussing as I do on these three. One 
is th at the idea of overseas rule — jumping beyond adjacent territories to very 
distantlinds— has a privjkggdj sratus in these three cultures . This idea has 
a lot to do with projections; whether in fiction or geography or art, and it 
acquires a continuous presence through actual expansion, administration, 
investment, and commitment. There is something systemat ic about imperial 
culture therefore that is not as evident in any other empireaTit is in Britain’s 
or France’s and, in a different way, the United States’. When I use the phrase 

structur e of attitude and reference ,” this is what I have in mind. Second 
is that these countries are the th ree in whose o rbits I was born, grew up, and 
now live. Although I feel at home in them, I have red 
the Arab and Muslim world, someone wh o^o belongs to the other 

This has enabled me in a sense to live on both sides, and to try to mediate 
between them. 

In fine, this is a book about the past and the present, about “us” and 
“them,” as each of these things is seen by the various, and usually opposed 
and separated, parties. Its moment, so to speak, is that of the period after jthe 
Qold.War^whg a the United States has emerged a s the last superpower. To 
live there during such a time means, for an educator and intellectual with 
a background in the Arab world, a number of quite particular concerns, all 
of which have inflected this book, as indeed they have influenced everything 
I have written since Orientalism. 

First is a dep ressing sen se, that one has seen and read about current 
American policy formulations before. Each great metropolitan center that 
aspired to global dominance has said, and alas done, many ofthe same things. 
There is always the appeal to power and national interest in running 
affairs of lesser peoples; there is the same destructive zeal when the going 
gets a little rough, or when natives rise up and reject a compliant and 
unpopular ruler who was ensnared and kept in place by the imperial power; 
there is the horrifically predictable disclaimer that i^are exceptional, not 
imperial, not about to repeat the mistake of earlier powers, a disclaimer that 
has been routinely followed by making'the mistake, as witness the Vietnam 
and Gulf wars. Worse yet has been the ama zing, if o ften passive, collabora- 
tioqwiththese practices on the part of intellectuals, aitisfsTjoufnallsfs^ whose 
positions'aTTomeaFepfograsive^M t h e 

opposite when it comes to what is done abroad in their name. 

It is my (perhaps illusory) hope that a history of the imperial advennire 
rendered in cultural terms might therefore serve some illustrative and even 
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deterrent purpose. Yet though imperialism implacably advanced during the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, r esistance to it also advanced. Methodo- 
logically then I try to show the two forces together. Thls~5y no means 
exempts the aggrieved colonized peoples from criticism; as any survey of 
post-colonial states will reveal, the fortunes and misf o rtun es of nationalism, 
of what can be called separatism and nativis m. do not alway s make up a 
too must be told, if only to show that there have always 
to Idi Amin and Saddam Hussein. Western imperialism 
and Third World nationalism feed off each other, but even at their worst 
they are n either monolith icnor deterministic. Besides, culture is not mono- 
lithic either, and is not the exclusive property of East or West, nor of small 
groups of men or women. 

Nonetheless the story is a gloomy an d o ften discouraging one. What 
tempers it today is, here and there, the emergence of a new intellectual and 
political conscience. This is the second concern that went into the making 
of this book. However much there are laments that the old course of 
humanistic study has been subject to politicized pressures, to what has been 
called the cultur e of complaint, to all sorts of egregiously overstated claims 
on behalf of “Western” or “feminist” or “Afrocentric” and “Islamocentric” 
values, that is not all there is today. Take as an example the extraordinary 
change in studies of the Middle East, which when I wrote Orientalism were 
still dominated by an aggressively masculine and condescending ethos. To 
mention only works that have appeared in the last three or four years — Lila 
Abu-Lughod’s Veiled Sentiments, Leila Ahmed’s Women and Gender in Islam, 
Fedwa Malti-Douglas’s Woman’s Body, Woman's World * — a very d ifferent sort 


of Middle East (overwhelmingly male) nationalism; they are both intellectu- 
ally and politically sophisticated, attuned to the best theoretical and histori- 
cal scholarship, engaged but not demagogic, sensitive to but not maudlin 
about women’s experience; finally, while written by scholars of different 
backgrounds and education, they are works that are in dialogue with, and 
contribute to, the political situation of women in the Middle East. 

Along with Sara Suleri’s The Rhetoric of English India and Lisa Lowe’s 


that old authority cannot simply be replaced by new authority, but that new 


Critical Terrains , s revisionist scholarship o f this sort has varied, if it ha s not 
altogether broken u p the geogr ajjhy„o£t he Middle East an dfndiaashoffiog- 
e nous, reducrively under siafid domains. Gone are the binary oppositions 
dear to the nationalist and imperialist enterprise. Instead we begin to sense 


of idea about Islam, the Arabs, and the Middle East has challenged, and to 
a c^nsideriBIe degreeun dermineckThe orTdesp otism. Such works are femi- 
nistjLut liot exclu sjyistf they demonstrate the diversity and complexity of 
experience that works beneath the totalizing discourses of Orientalism and 



flattering story . It 
been alternatives 
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alignments made jcross jborders^ types, nations, and essences are rapidly 
coming into vieuvand it is those new alignments that now provoke and 
c bjllgngejhe j undamentally static notion of identity t hat has been the core 
of cultural thought during the era of imperialism. Throughout the exchange 
between Europeans and their “others” that began systematically half a 
millennium ago, the one idea that has scarcely varied is that there is an “us” 
and a “them,” each quite settled, clear, unassailably self-evident. As I discuss 
it in Orientalism, the division_gQ .es back to Greek thought about harharian^ 
but, whoever originated this kind of “identity” thought, by the nineteenth 
century it had become the hallmark of imperialist cultures as well as those 
cultures trying to resist the encroachments of Europe. 

We are still the inheritors of that style by which one is defined by the 
nation, which in turn derives its authority from a supposedly unbroken 
tradlrionjn. the United States this concern ovejP^uTmraTlTentity has of 
course yielded up the contest over what books and authdritles constitute 
“our” tradition. In the main, trying to say that this or that book is (or is notl 
p art of “our” tradition is one of the most debilitating exercise s imaginable. 
Besides, its excesses aremuch more frequent than its contributions to histor- 
ical accuracy. For the record then, I h ave no patience with the position th at 
‘‘we’’shouldon]yor,mainIy, be concerned wixLwh at is “our s,” anymo re th an 
1 can condone reactions to such a view tha t require Arab s t o read Ara b books. | 
u S-?- Arab methods^ and the like. As C.L.R. James used to say, Beethoven! 
belongs as much to West Indians as he does to Germans, since his music is I 
n ow part of th& dfGman heriragp I 

Yet the ideological concern over identity is understandably entangled 
with the interests and agendas of various groups — not all of them oppressed 
minorities — that wish to set priorities reflecting these interests. Since a great 
deal of this book is all about what to read of recent history and how to read 
it, I shall only quickly summarize my ideas here. Before we can agree on 
what the American identity is made of, we have to concede that a s an 
i mmigrant settler society superimposed on t he ruins of cnnsiderahlp. 
PJggg5€g»-AnigriMnjd entity is too varied to be a~unitary an d homogenous 
thingjjndeed the battle within it is between advocates of a unitary identity 
and those who see the whole as a complex but not reductively unified one. 
This opposition implies two differentj£isp£ctiyes, two historiographies, one 
linear and subsuming, the othe^Q Mrapun tgd^nd often nomadic. 

My argument is that only the second perspective is fully sensitive to the 
reality of historical experience. Partfy hecause of empire, al l cultures are 
^Yojved^jn one another; none, is. .sin gle and pure, all are hvhriH Tiprfrn^- 
SSSli-gxttaMriinauIyLdififefentiatedy-anfl-uninotiolrthie. This, I believe is as 
true of the contemporary United States as it is of the modern Arab world, 
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I where in each instance respectively so much has been made of the dangers 

of‘ ‘un-Americanism” and the threats to “Arabism.” D efensive, rea ctive, and 
! if eve n pa ranaidj>ariQMli^ into the very fahrir of 

1 1 wherg- chi l d r e n-as-welf-as-older-stud ent s are taught ~to venerate 

Ijl a nd celebrate the uniqueness of fAatiradition /usually and invidiously at the 
V- expense of others). It is to such uncritical and unthinking forms of education 
/ and thought that this book is addressed — as a corrective, as a patient alterna- 

tive, as a frankly exploratory possibility. In its writing I have availed myself 

r bf the jitopia n_spa ce still provided by the university, which I believe must 
remain a place where such vital issues are investigated, discussed, reflected 
on. For it to become a site where social and political issues are actually either 
imposed or resolved would be to remove the university’s function and turn 
it into an adjunct to whatever political party is in power. 

I do not wish to be misunderstood. Despite its extraordinary cultural 
diversity, the United States is, and will surely remain, a coherent nation. The 
same is true of other English-speaking countries (Britain, New Zealand, 
Australia, Canada) and even of France, which now contains large groups of 
i immigrants. Much of the polemical divisiveness and polarized debate that 

Arthur Schlesinger speaks o f as hurting the study of history in The Disuniting 
of America is there of course, but it does not, in my opinion, portend a 
I dissolution of the republic. 6 On the whole it is better to explore history 

rather than to repress or de ny itythe fact that the United States contains so 
many histories, many of them now clamoring for attention, is by no means 
to be suddenly feared since many of them were always there, and out of 
i theru^ rffimerican so ci ety and ^ politics (and even a style of historical writing) 

^ere jn^fa£LXT£atgdL_In other words, the result of present debates over 
multicuituralism is hardly likely to be “Lebanonization,” and if these debates 
point a way for political changes and changes in the way women, minorities, 
and recent immigrants see themselves, thgnthat is not to be feared or 
defended against. What does need to be remembered is that narratives of 
emancipation and enlightenment in their strongest form were also jiarrative s 
o f integration n ot separation, the stories of people who had been excluded 
from the main groupTButwho were now fighting for a place in it And if the 
old and habitual ideas of the main group were not flexible or generous 
enough to admit new groups, then these ideas need changing, a far better 
thing to do than reject the emerging groups. 

The last point I want to make is that this book is / afTexile s boo^. For 
objective reasons that I had no control over, I grew up aj ran^f^Ewi th a 
Western education. E ver since I can remember, I have felt that I belonged 
j to both worlds, without being completely of either one or the other. During 

my lifetime, however, the parts of the Arab world that I was most attached 
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to either have been changed utterly by civil upheavals and war or have 
simply ceased to exist And for long periods of time I have been an outsider 
in the United States, particularly when it went to war against, and was 
deeply opposed to, the (far from perfect) cultures and societies of the Arab 
world. Yet when I say “exllF’Tab^mea 

the contrary belonging, as it were, to both sides of the imperial divide 
ena blgsjfou_to ^ understand them more ea sily. Moreover New Yorl, where 
the whole of this book was written, is in so many ways ^exlhc city par 
exjxlkncera als o contains within its elf the Manichean stnictureof the"coIo- 
niaUity described by Fanon. Perhaps allTTiThrs"^ the kin'ds of 
interests and interpretations ventured here, but these circumstances cer- 
tainly made it possible for me to feel as if I belonged to more than one 
h mory and more than one group. As to wKetto^^ 

as r ® al, y a salutiFy-iltefTSm^tolhe normal sense of belonging to only one 
culture and feeling a sense of loyalty to only one nation, the reader must 
now decide. 


The argument of this book was first presented in various lecture series given 
at universities in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Canada from 
1985 to 1988. For these extended opportunities, I am greatly indebted to 
faculty and students at the University of Kent, Cornell University, the 
University of Western Ontario, the University of Toronto, the University of 
Essex, and, in a considerably earlier version of the argument, the University 
of Chicago. Later versions of individual sections of this book were also 
delivered as lectures at the Yeats International School at Sligo, Oxford 
University (as the George Antonius Lecture at St. Antony’s College), the 
University of Minnesota, King’s College of Cambridge University ’ the 
Princeton University Davis Center, Birkbeck College of London University 
and the University of Puerto Rico. My gratitude to Declan Kiberd, Seamus 
Deane, Derek Hopwood, Peter Nesselroth, Tony Tanner, Natalie Davis and 
Gayan Prakash, A. Walton Litz, Peter Hulme, Deirdre David, Ken Bates 
Tessa Blackstone, Bernard Sharrett, Lyn Innis, Peter Mulford, Gervasio’ 
Luis Garcia, and Maria de los Angeles Castro for the favor of inviting, and 
then hosting, me is warm and sincere.’ In 1989 I was honored when I was 
asked to give the first Raymond Williams Memorial Lecture in London; I 
spoke about Camus on that occasion, and thanks to Graham Martin and the 
late Joy Williams, it was a memorable experience for me. I need hardly say 
that many parts of this book are suffused with the ideas and the human and 
moral example of Raymond Williams, a good friend and a great critic. 

I shamelessly availed myself of various intellectual, political, and cultural 
associations as I worked on this book. Those include close personal friends 
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who are also editors of journals in which some of these pages first appeared: 
Tom Mitchell (of Critical Inquiry ), Richard Poirier (of Raritan Review), Ben 
; Sonnenberg (of Grand Street), A Sivanandan (of Race and Class), JoAnn 

I Wypijewski (of The Nation), and Karl Miller (of The London Review of Books). 

! I am also grateful to editors of The Guardian (London) and to Paul Keegan 

of Penguin under whose auspices some of the ideas in this book were first 
expressed. Other friends on whose indulgence, hospitality, and criticisms I 
depended were Donald Mitchell, Ibrahim Abu-Lughod, Masao Miyoshi, 
i Jean Franco, Marianne McDonald, Anwar Abdel-Malek, Eqbal Ahmad, 

| Jonathan Culler, Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, Benita Parry, and Barbara 

Harlow. It gives me particular pleasure to acknowledge the brilliance and 
perspicacity of several students of mine at Columbia University, for whom 
any teacher would have been grateful. These young scholars and critics gave 
me the full benefit of their exciting work, which is now both well published 
and well known: Anne McClintock, Rob Nixon, Suvendi Perera, Gauri 
j Viswanathan, and Tim Brennan. 

j In the preparation of the manuscript, I have been very ably helped in 

i different ways by Yumna Siddiqi, Aamir Mufti, Susan Lhota, David Beams, 

Paola di Robilant, Deborah Poole, Ana Dopico, Pierre Gagnier, and Kieran 
Kennedy. Zaineb Istrabadi performed the difficult task of deciphering my 
appalling handwriting and then putting it into successive drafts with admira- 
ble patience and skill. I am very indebted to her for unstinting support, good 
humor, and intelligence. At various stages of editorial preparation Frances 
Coady and Carmen Callil were helpful readers and good friends of what I 
was trying to present here. I must also record my deep gratitude and almost 
thunderstruck admiration for Elisabeth Sifton: friend of many years, superb 
editor, exacting and always sympathetic critic. George Andreou was unfail- 
ingly helpful in getting things right as the book moved through the publish- 
ing process. To Mariam, Wadie, and Najla Said, who lived with the author 
of this book in often trying circumstances, heartfelt thanks for their constant 
love and support. 

New York, New York 
July 1992 
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OVERLAPPING TERRITORIES 


In one of his most famous early critical essays, T. S. Eliot takes up a 
similar constellation of issues, and although the occasion as well as the ... 
intention of his essay is almost pu rely a esthetic, one can use his formulations > 
to inform other realms oFexperience. The poet, Eliot says, is obviously 
an individual talent, but he wor k s with i n a tradition that cannot be 
merely inherited but can only be obtained “by great labour.” Tradition, he 
continues, 


involves, in tlje first place, the historical sense, w hich we may call 
nearly in dispens able tQ,.aayone _who w ould c ontinue to.be a poet 
. beyond his twenty-fi ft h yeaxya nd the historical sense involves a percep- 
tion, not only o f the~(jSastn ess~Qf the past, but of its ('prese nce; the 
historical' sense compels a man with his own 

generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the w hole of the 
literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the litera- 

— — I “ — ' — : — — ...... 

tu re of his ow n country has a simultaneous existence and composes a 
simultaneous order. This historical sense, which is a sense of the time- 
less as well as of the temporal and of the timeless and of the temporal 
together, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is at the same time 
what makes a writer most acutely consc ious of his g lace injtimc, of his 
own contemporaneity. 

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone . 1 


The force of these comments is directed equally, I think, at poets who 
think critically and at critics whose work aims at a close appreciation of the 
poetic process. The main idea is that even as we must fully comprehend the 
pastness of the past, there is no just way in which the past can be quarantined 
from the present. Past and p resent inform each other, eacb implies the pther 
aiST, in the totally ideal sense intended by Eliot, each co-exists with the 
other. What Eliot proposes, in short, is ^vision of literary tradition that, 
wh ile it r ysjgectsjt emporal succ ession, is not wholly-com manded by~it . 
Neither past nor present, any more than any poet or artist, has a complete 
meaning alone. 

Eliot’s synthesis of past, present, and future, however, is idealistic and in 
important ways a function of his own peculiar history ; 2 also, its conception 
of time leaves out the combativeness with which individuals and institutions 
decide on what is tradit ion and what is not, what rele vant and w hatnot But 
his central idea is valid: how we formulate or repr esent the past shapes our 
understanding and views of t he pres ent. Let me give an example. During the 
CulfWaFoFl99o-9i, the collision between Iraq and the United States was 
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a function of two fundamentally opposed histories, each used to advantage 
by the official establishment of each country. As construed by the Iraqi Baath 
Party, modern Arab history shows the unrealized, unfulfilled promise of 
Arabindependence.apromise traduced both by “the West” and by a whole 
array of more recent enemies, like Arab reaction and Zionism. Iraq’s bloody 
occupation of Kuwait was, therefore, justified not only on JBismarckian 
pounds, but also because it was believed that the Arabs had to rightlhe 
wrongs done against them and wrest from imperialism one ofits greatest 
prizes. Con v efself,in : the_ American view of the past, the United States was 
.irhpedal pQwerj blit a lighter of wrongs around the world, in 
pursuit of tyranny, in defense of freedom no matter the place or cost. The 
war inevitably pitted these versions of the past against each other. 

Eliot’s ideas about the complexity of the relationship between past and 
present are particularly suggestive in the debate o ver the meaning of “impe- 
.gahsm^a word and an idea today so controversial, so fraught with all sorts 
of questions, doubts, polemics, and ideological premises as nearly to resist 
u 5 §_allQgetherrTo some extent of course the debate involves definitions and 
attempts at delimitations of the very notion itself: was impprialU^ p rinci- 
p ally econorn jc i howJar did„iLextfiP.d,. wha.t wer e its c auses, was it system- 
atic , when (or whether) did it e nd? The roll call of names who have 
contributed to the discussion in Europe and America is impressive: Kautsky, 
Hilferding, Luxemburg, Hobson, Lenin, Schumpeter, Arendt, Magdoff, Paul 
Kennedy. And in recent years such works published in the United States as 
Paul Kennedy s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, the revisionist history 
of William Appleman Williams, Gabriel Kolko, Noam Chomsky, Howard 
Zinn, and Walter Lefeber, and studious defenses or explanations of Ameri- 
can policy as non-imperialist written by various strategists, theoreticians, 
and sages — all this has kept the question of imperialism, and its applicability 
(or not) to the United States, the main power of the day, very much alive. 

These authorities debated l argely political and economic qnpcrinnQ Yet 
scarcely any attention has been paid to what I believe islhe pTi^leged role 
of cultu rein the modern imperial experience, and little notice taken of the 
fact that thg extraordinary global reach of classical n inet eenth- and early- 
g„ e .n.tjeth-cenmry European imperialis.m still casts. a xonsidera ble shado w 
over our own times . Hardly any North American, African, European, Latin 
American, Indian, Caribbean, Australian Individual' — the list is very long — 
who is alive today has not been touched by the empires of the past. Britain 
and France between them controlled immense territories: Canada, Australia, 
New Zealand, the colonies in North and South America and the Caribbean, 
large swatches of Africa, the Middle East, the Far East (Britain will hold 
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Hong Kong as a colony until 1997), and the Indian subcontinent in its 
entirety — all these fell under the sway of and in time were liberated from 
British or French rule; in addition, the United States, Russia, and several 
lesser European countries, to say nothing of Japan and Turkey, were also 
imperial powers for some or all of the nineteenth century. T his pattern o f 
dominions or possessions laid the groundwork for what is in effect now a 
f ully globaTworkh E TWtro n ic communications, the global extent of trade, of 
availability of resources, of travel, of information about weather patterns and 
ecological change have joined together even the most distant corners of the 
world. This set of patterns, I believe T was first establis hed-andLinade -possible 
Jjythemodernempires. 

Now I am temperamentally and philosophically opposed to vast system- 
building or to totalistic theories of human history. But I must say that having 
studied and indeed( <hve^ w ithin thejmodern empires, I am struck by how 
constantly expanding, how inexorably integrative they were. Whether in 
Marx, or in conservative works like those by J. R. Seeley, or in modem 
analyses like those by D. K. Fieldhouse and C. C. Eldridge (whose England’s 
Mission is a central work), 3 one is made to see that the British empire 

/ integrated and fused things within it, and taken together it and other empires 
. made th e wor ld one . Y euioindividua L and cer tainl^tiot l. can seejar fully 
g rasp this whole . imneriaLworld- 

When we read the debate between contemporary historians Patrick 
O’Brien 4 and Davis and Huttenback (whose important book Mammon and the 
Pursuit of Empire tries to quantify the actual profitability of imperial activi- 
ties), 5 or when we look at earlier debates such as the Robinson-Gallagher 
controversy, 6 or at the work of the dependency and world-accumulation 
economists Andr6 Gunder Frank and Samir Amin, 7 as literary and cultural 
historians, we are compelled to ask what all this means fo r interpretat ions 
of the Victorian noveL sav. or of French his toriograph y, of Italian grand 
opera, of German metaphysics of the same period. We are at a ppoint in our 
work when we can no longer ignore empires and the imperi al context in our 
.st udies . To~speak, as O’BrienTdoes, of “the propaganda for an expanding 
! empire [which] created illusions of security and false $xpecta tidjjg that high 

< . , returns would accrue to those who invested beyond its boundaries” 8 is in 

Y ^ ,,t \ frY ( \ e ff ect to speak of an tftrimsphert? created by bot h empir e and novel s, by racia l 

\ V ? \ theQry^nd-geogmpWcllpec^^ 

' 1 urban (or rural) routine. The phrase “false expectations” suggests Great 

Expectations, “invested beyond its boundaries" suggests Joseph Sedley and 
Becky Sharp, “created illusions,” suggests Illusions perdues — the crossings 
| , over between culture and imperialism are compelling. v '~ 
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It is difficult to connect these different realms, to show the involvements 
of culture with expanding empires, t o make oKgp^a l -i QfV D- a { 30Ut n rt t ^ at 
preservgjts . unique end owme nts and at the same time m ap its affiliations, 
but, I submit, we..jnmsL^ittemp£.this, and set the art in the pobaX earthly 
context. Territory and possessions are at stake, geography and power. Ev- 
erything about human history is rOotediaJbe earth, which has meant that 
we must think about habitation, but it has also meant that people have 
planned to have more territory and therefore must do something about its 
indigenous residents. At some very basic level, imperialism means thinking 
a bout, settling on, controllin g land that you do noFpoisessftKat is distant, 
that is lived on and owne d by others. Fo'£^riT kmdsjff reasons some 


1S lived °n and om ed by oth ers. Fo e all kinds of reasons it attracts some 
^ Yet it is generally true 

that literary historians who study the great sixteenth-century poet Edmund 
Spenser, for example, do not connect his bloodthirsty plans for Ireland, 
where he imagined a British army virtually exterminating the native inhabi- 
tants, with his poetic achievement or with the history of British rule over 
Ireland, which continues today. 

For the purposes of this book, I have maintained a focus on actual contests 
over land and the land’s people. What I have tried to do Ts Tkind of 

experi ence, and I have kept in mind the 
idea that the earth is in effect,flne.wQxld r .i n which empty, un inhabited spaces 
v i rr PlUy-d.Q, not exist. lust as none of us is outside or beyond geography, 
none of us is completely free from the struggle over geography. That 
struggle is complex and interesting because it is not only about soldiers and 
cannons but also_aboutjdjav^lKmtTonas^ji bout imag es a nd imaginings . 

A whole range of people in the so-called Western or metropolitan world, 
as well as their counterparts in the Third or formerly colonized world, share 
a sense that the era of high or classical imperialism, which came to a climax 
in what the historian Eric Hobsbawm has so interestingly described as “the 
age of empire” and more or less formally ended with the dismantling r,f rh P 
great colonial structures after World War Two , ha s in one wav or a n other 
c ontinued to exert considerable cultural influen ce in t h e p res e nt. For all 
sorts of reasons, they feel a new urgency about understanding the pastness 
or not of the past, and this urgency is carried over into perceptions of the 
present and the future. 

At the center of these perceptions is a fact that few dispute, namely, that 
during the nineteenth century iinprprpH<»nr>»H w i t lj 

which the powers of Rome, Spain, Baghdad, or Constantinople in their day 
were far less formidable — was concentrated in Britain and France, and later 
in other Western countries (the United States, especially). This century 
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climaxed “the/fise of the West,” and Western power allowed the imperial 
metropolitaiirSnteii~tcracquire and accumulate territory and subjects on a 
truly astonishing scale. Consider tha t in 18 00 Western powers claime d.xf 
percent b ut actually held approximately u percent of the eart hls..surface,.and 
that by i878_l he..pmpox.tiQ.n^ a rate of increase of 83,000 square 

miles per year. By 1914, the annual rate had risen to an astonishing 240,000 
square miles, and Europe held a grand total of roughly 8r percent of jhe 


as colonies, protectorates, 


aendencies. 


wealths’ No other associated set of colonies in history was as large, none so 
totally dominated, none so unequal in power to the Western metropolis. As 
a result, says William McNeill in The Pursuit of Pow er , “the world was united 
i n to a single inrerarting_whole as never bef ore.” 10 And in Europe itself at the 
end of the nineteenth century, scarcely a corner of life was untouched by the 
facts of empire; the economies were hungry for overseas markets, raw 
materials, cheap labor, and hugely profitable land, and defense and foreign- 
policy establishments were more and more committed to the maintenance 
of vast tracts of distant territory and large numbers of subjugated peoples. 
When the Western powers were not in close, sometimes ruthless competi- 
tion with one another for more colonies — al l modern empires, says V. G. 
Kieman. 11 imitated ane anothe r — they were hard at work settlmg,"survey- 
ing, studying, and of course ruling the territories under their jurisdictions. 

The Ameri can exper ience, as Richard Van Alstyne makes clear in The 
Rising American Empire, was from the beginning founded upon the idea of “an 
imperium—a dom miorL State or sovereignty that w ou.ldexpand in population 
and territory, a nd increase in strengt h and power.” 12 There were claims for 
North American territory to be made and Tought over (with astonishing 
success); there were native peoples to be dominated, variousl y exterminat ed, 
variousl y dislodg ed: and then, as the republic increased in age and hemi- 
spheric power, there were distant lands to be designatec Lvital t o American 
interests, to be intervened in and fought over — e.g., the Philippines, the 
Caribbean, Central America, the “Barbary Coast,” parts of Europe and the 
Middle East, Vietnam, Korea. Curiously, though, so influential has been the 
discourse insisting on American specialness, altruism, and opportunity that 
“impe rialism” as a word or ideology has turned. .up .Qjalv..rarelv ..and^re.ceniiy 
jn accounts of United Sta t es culture, politics, h istory, ButJhe_conng£)don 
betwe en impe rial politic s and culture is astonishingly dire ct. American 
attitudes to A^^S^^greatness^to hierarchies of race, to the perils of other 
revolutions (the American revolution being considered unique and some- 
how u nrepeatab le anywhere else in the world) 13 have remained constant, 
have dictated, have obscured, the realities of empire, while apologists for 
overseas American interests have insisted on American i nnocence, d oing 
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good, fighting for freedom. Graham Greene’s character Pyle, in The Quiet 
American, embodies this cultural formation with merciless accuracy. 

Yet for citizens of nineteenth-century Britain and France, empire was a 
major topic of unembarrassed cultural attention . Bri tish India and French 
North Africa alon e . pJayed inest i mabl e r oles i n th e i mag in ation , econo my, 
poliricaLriife,. and--SGciaLfabric.. of British and French society, and if we 
mention names like Delacroix, Edmund Burke, Ruskin, Carlyle, James and 
John Stuart Mill, Kipling, Balzac, Nerval, Flaubert, or Conrad, we shall be 
mapping a tiny corner of a f ar vaster reality than even their immense 
collective talents cover. There were scholars, administrators, travellers, trad- 
ers, parliamentarians, merchants, novelists, theorists, speculators, adventur- 
ers, visionaries, poets, and every variety of outcast and misfit in the outlying 
possessions of these two imperial powers, each of whom contributed to the 
for mation of a colo niaLactualitv„existing^at.the heart of metropolitan l ife 
1 As I shall be using the term, “ imperialism” means the practice, the th eory, 
and the attitudes o f a domina ti ng m e t ropolitan center ruling a distant terri- 
-tory; “coloniali sm.” which is almost always a consequence of imperialism , 
i s. the implanting of settlements on distant territor y. As Michael Doyle 
puts it: “Empire is a relationship, formal or informal, in which one state con- 
trols the effective political sovereignty of another political society. It can 
be achieved by force, by political collaboration, by economic, social, or 
cultu ral- dependence. Imperialism is simply the process or policy of estab- 
lishing or maintaining an empire.” 14 In our time, direct colonialism has 
largely ended; i mperialism, as we shall see, lingers where it has always hepn ; 
in a kind of general cultural sphere as well as in specific political, ideological, 
economic, and social practices. 

Neither imperialism nor colonialism is a simple act of accumulation and 
acquisition. Both are supported and perhaps even impelled by impressive 
idgoJogua LfoBB ations th a t in c l u de notions that certain territories and Deo- 


ple require and bese ech domination. as well as forms of knowledge affiliated 
willlikmuiiaikui: the vocabulary of classic nineteenth-century imperial cul- 
ture is plentiful with words and concepts like “inferior” or “subject races,” 
“subordinate peoples,” “dependency,” “expansion,” and “authority.” Out of 
the imperial experiences, notions about culture were clarified, reinforced, 
criticized, or rejected. As for the curious but perhaps allowable idea propa- 
gated a century ago by J. R. Seeley that some of Europe’s overseas empires 
were originally acquired absentmindedly, it does not by any stretch of the 
imagination account for their inconsistency, persistence, and systematized 
acquisition and administration, let alone their augmented rule and sheer 
presence. As David Landes has said in The Unbound Prometheus, “the decision 
of certain European powers ... to establish ‘plantations,’ that is to treat their 
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colonies as continuous enterprises was, whatever one may think of the 
morality, a momentous innovation.” 15 That is the question that concerns me 
here, given the initial, perhaps obscurely derived and motivated move 
toward empire from Europe to the rest of the world, how did the idea and 
thej>racti ce of it gain the consistency and de nsity of con tinuous enterp rise, 
j which it did by the latter part of th e nineteenth renmry ? 


The primacy of the British and French empires by no means obscures the 
quite remarkable modern expansion of Spain, Portugal, Holland, Belgium, 
Germany, Italy, and, in a different way, Russia and the United States. Russia, 
however, acquired its imperial territories almost exclusively by adjacence. 
Unlike Britain or France, which jumped thousands of miles beyond their 
own borders to other continents, Ru ssia moved to swallow whatever land or 
P e .?Pi es stooc l iiext to its borders, which in the process kept moving farther 

in the English and^VaacJl-Cases,jthpjheer 
distance of att rac ti ve t e r r i tories summ oned the projection of fa r-flung inte r- 
_ests, and that is my focus here, partly because I am interested in examining 
the set of cultural forms and structures of feeling which it produces, and 
partly because overseas domination is the world I grew up in and still live 
in. Russia s and America’s joint superpower status, enjoyed for a little less 
than half a century, derives from quite different histories and from different 
imperial trajectories. There are several varieties of domination and re- 
sponses to it, but the Western” one, along wi th the resistance it provoked . 

is th e su bj ect of this book . ~ 

In the expansion of the great Western empires, profit and hope of further 
profit were obviously tremendously important, as the attractions of spices, 
sugar, slaves, rubber, cotton, opium, tin, gold, and silver over centuries 
amply testify. So also w as inertia, t he investment in already g oing enter - 
prises, traditio n, and the market or institutional fo rces that k ept the enter- 
-PQ§S 5 -E 9 iS&- But there is more than that to imperialism and colonialism. 
There was a commitment to them over and above profit, a commitment in 
constant circulation and recirculation, which, on the one hand, allowed 
decent men and women to accept the notion that distant territories and their 
native peoples should be subjugated, and, on the other, replenished metropol- 
itan energies so that these decent people could think of the imperium as a 

les s advanced peoples. W e must not forget that there was very little domes- 
T£- resistance to tjiese empires, a lthough they were very frequently estab- 
lished and maintained under adverse and even disadvantageous conditions. 
Not only were immense hardships endured by the colonizers, but there was 
always the tremendously risky physical disparity between a small number of 


ig ss advanced pe< 
tic resistance to 
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Europeans at a very great distance from home and the much larger number 
of natives on their home territory. In India, for instance, by the 1930s “a mere 
4,000 British civil servants assisted by 60,000 soldiers and 90,000 civilians 
(businessmen and clergy for the most part) had billeted themselves upon a 
country of 300 million persons.” 16 T he will, self-confidence, even arroga nce 
necessary to maintain such a state of affairs can only be guessed at, butTas 
we shall see in the texts of A Passage to India and Kim, thes e attitudes are at 
least as significan t _a£-the n umber of people in the army o r civil service, or 
the mill ions of pounds E ngland derived from India. 

For t he enterprise of empire depends uponthe^ of having an empi re, as 
Conrad so powerfully seems to have realized, and all kinds of preparations 
are made for it within a culture ; then in turn imperialism acquires a kind of 
coherence, a set of experiences, and a presence of ruler and ruled alike 
within the culture. As an acute modern student of imperialism has put it: 

Modern imperialism has been an a ccret ion of elements, not all of equal 
weight, that can be traced back through every epoch of history. Perhaps 
its ultimate causes, with those of war, are to be found less in tangible 
material wants than in the u neasy tensions of societies distorte d by class 
djvisifln^vdthlhdo-e. flection in distorted idea s in men’s minds" 1 * 


One acute indication of how crucially the tensions, inequalities, and injus- 
tices of the home or metropolitan society were refracted and elaborated in 
the imperial culture is given by the distinguished conservative historian of 
empire D. K. Fieldhouse: “The basis of imperial authority,” he says, “was the 
mental .attitude of th e colonist. His acceptance of subordination — whether 
through a positive sense oT common interest with the parent state, or 
through inability to conceive of any alternative — made empire durable.” 18 
Fieldhouse was discussing white colonists in the Americas, but h is gene ral 
point goes beyond that: th e durability of empire was sustainedd^TEo^sides^r 
t hat of the rulers and that of the d lstanTruIeSran^ 
interpreta tions of their common history with its own perspecave. historicai 
-Sg g.se, emotions, and trad itions. What an Algerian intellectual today remem- 
bers of his country’s colonial past Focusses severely on such events as 
France s military attacks on villages and the torture of prisoners during the 
war of liberation, on the exultation over independence in 1962; for his French 
counterpart, who may have taken part in Algerian affairs or whose family 
lived in Algeria, there is chagrin at having “lost” Algeri a, a more positive 
attitude toward the French colonizing mission — with its schools, nicely 
planned cities, pleasant life— and perhaps even a sense that “troublemakers” 
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and communists disturbed the idyllic relation shij/between “us” and “them.” 

To a very great degree the era of high nineteenth-century imperialism is 
over: France and Britain gave up their most splendid possessions after World 
War Two, and lesser powers also divested themselves of their far-flung 
dominions. Yet, once again recalling the words of T. S. Eliot, a lthough that 
e ra clearly had an identity all its own, the meaning of the imperial past is 
not to_taJ.l v contained - withiqjlZE ut F^^ 

millions of people, where its existence as shared memory and as a highly 


.Qflnfl jctual te xtu re of culture, ideology, and policy still exercises tremendou s 
Jforce^Frantz Fanon says, “We should flatly refuse the situation to which the 
Western countries wish to condemn us. Colonialism and imperialism have 
not paid their score when they withdraw their flags and their police forces 
from our territories. For centuries the [foreign] capitalists have behaved in 
the underdeveloped world like nothing m ore-jhaa .criminals.” 19 We must 
take stock of the nostalgia for empire, as well as the anger and resentment 
it provokes in those who were ruled, and we must try to look carefully and 
int egrally .at the culture that nurtured the sentiment, rati onale, and above all 
t he^^^inaxioja ^f^miiire. And we must also try to grasp -the hegemony of 
.-ihs jntpgrial ide ol ogy, which by the end of the nineteenth century hatf 
become completely embedded in the affairs of cultures whose less regretta- 
ble features we still celebrate. 

There is, I believe, a quit ejjerious spli t in our cr itical consciousness today, 
which allows us to spend a great deal of time elaborating Carlyle’s and 
Ruskin’s aesthetic theories, for example, without giving attention to the 
authority that their ideas simultaneously bestowed on the subjugation of 
inferior peoples and colonial territories. To take another example, unless we 
can comprehend how the great European realistic novel accomplished one 
of its principal purposes — almost unnoticeably sustaining the society’s con - 
sent in overseas expansi on, a consent that, in J. A. Hobson’s words, “the 
selfish forces which direct Imperialism should utilize t he protective co lours 


art — we will misread both the culture’s importance and its resonances in the 
empire, then and now. 

Doing this by no means involves hurling critical epithets at European or, 
generally, Western art and culture by way of wholesale condemnation. Not 
at all. What I want to examine is how the processes of imperialism occurred 
xjjeyopa the level of economic laws and political decisions, and — by predis- 
position, by the authority of recognizable cultural formations, by continuing 
consolidation within education, literature, and the visual and musical arts — 
were manifested at another very significant level, that of the national culture, 
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which we have tended to sanitize as a realm of unchanging intellectual 
monuments, free from worldly affiliations. William Blake is unrestrained on 
this point: “T he Foundation of Em pire,” he says in his annotations to 
Reynolds’s Discourses, “is An and ScienceJRemove them or Degrade them 
and th e Empire is No more. Empire follows Art and not vice versa as 
Englis hmen suppose.” 21 

What, then, is the connection between the pursuit of national imperial 
aims and the general national culture? Recent intellectual and academic 
discourse has tended to seg.aiaie_aad_dm.de these: most scholars are special- 
ists; most of the attention that is endowed with the status of expertise is given 
to fairly autonomous subjects, e.g., the Victorian industrial novel, French 
colonial policy in North Africa, and so forth. The tendency for fields and 
specializations to subdivide and proliferate, I have for a long while argued, 
is contrary to an understanding of the whole, when the character, interpreta- 
tion, and direction or tendency of cultural experience are at issue. To lose 
sight of or ignore the national and international context of, say, Dickens’s 
representations of Victorian businessmen, and to focus only on the internal 
coherence of their roles in his novels is to miss an essential connection 
bet ween his fict ion and its historical world. And understandlhg tlfat connec- 
tion does not"re3uce or dimin}sE.the novels’ value as works of art: on the 
contrary, because of their mrldlines ^ because of their complex affiliations 
with their real setting, they are more interesting and more valuable as works 
of art. 

At the opening of Dombey and Son, Dickens wishes to underline the impor- 
tance to Dombey of his son’s birth: 

The earth was made for Domb ey and Son to trad e, in. and the sun and 
moon were made to give them light. Rivers and seas were formed to 
float their ships; rainbows gave them promise of fair weather; winds 
blew for or against their enterprises; stars and planets circled in their 
orbits, to preserve inviolate a system of which they were the centre. 
Common abbreviations took new meanings in his eyes, and had sole 
reference to them: A. D. had no concern with anno Domini, but stood 
for anno Dombei — and Son. 22 


As a description of Dombey’s ov erweening self-imp ortance, his narci ssis- 
-.tijLobliyj ousness , his co ercive attitu de to his barely born .child, the service 
performed by this passage is clear. But one must also ask, howco«WDombey 
think that the universe, and the whole of time, was his to trade fhTW e should 
also see in this passage — which is by no means a central one in the novel — 
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i an assum P tion specific to .a Bri tish n ove list in the 1840s: that, as Raymond 

; Wlllia ™ h ^ 

a -iiMl a ^ an d expre ssed ” But thenfyJrhy 

does Williams describe “this transforming, liberating, and threatening 
time without reference to India, Africa, the Middle East, and Asia, since 
that is where transformed British life expanded to and filled, as Dickens slyly 
indicates? 7 7 

Williams is a great critic, whose work I admire and have learned much 
from, but I sense_a jpitatjon in his fe eling that Engli sh literature is mainly 
KpTKin? central to his work as it is to that of most 
scholars and critics. Moreover, scholars who write about novels deal more 
or less exclusively with them (though Williams is not one of those). These 
habits seem to be guided by a powerful if imprecise notion that works of 
hterature are autonomous, whereas, as I shall be trying to show throughout 
t is o° , t_e Jltfiianusitselfi 

pamap.mng in Europe’s overseas expansion, and therefore creates what 

^!l 1 1 . 5 ?..™yiJ^£P£ 5 irs?^|c§ing’’^«_support, elaborate, and consolidate 
True, Dombey is neither Dickens himself nor the 
whole of English literature, but the way in which Dickens expresses Dom- 

J CyS eg ° 1Sm ; mQcks^yet ultimately depends on the tried and true 

discourses of imperial free trade.theBfifishmercanrile ethos, its sense of all 
but unlimited opportunities for commercial advancement abroad. 

These matters should not be severed from our understanding of the 
nineteenth-century novel, any more than literature can be chopped off from 
i history and society. The supposed autonomy of works of an enjoins a kind 

of separanon which, I think, imposes an uninteresting limitation that the 



works themselves resolutely will not make. Still, I have deliberately ab- 
stained from advancing a completely worked out theory of the connection 
between literature and culture on the one hand, and imperialism on the 

0t ^ r * nstea ’ t h e i r explicit places 

towage 

CQnnectiOB^ with, tQ_d.evelQp 1 elab.Qrate, ex pand, or critic ize . Neither culture 
nor imperialism is men, and so the connections between them as historical 
experiences are dynamic and complex. My principal aim is not to separate 
but triconnect, and I am interested in this for the main philosophical and 
methodological reason that culmrai..for H ^^hybTlct J nix e d.impu.r ej and 

the time has come in cultural analysis to reconnect their analysis with their 
actuality. 
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Images of the Past, Pure and Impure 

A s the twentieth century moves to a close, there has been a gathering 
awareness nearly everywhere of t he lines between cultures, the divi- 
sions and differences that not only allow us to discriminate one culture from 
another, but also enable us to see the extent to which cultures are humanly 
made structures of both authority and participation, benevolent in what they 
include, incorporate, and validate, less benevolent in what they exclude and 
demote. 

T here is in all nationally d e fined cultur es, I believe, an aspirati on to 
s overeignty, to sway, and to domi nance. In this, French and British, Indian 
and Japanese cultures concur. At the same time, paradoxically r we have 
never been as aware as we n ow are of how oddly hybrid historical and 
c ultural experiences are, of how they partake of many ofren contradictory 
experiences and domains, cross national boundaries, defy th e police action of 
simple dogma and loud patriotism. Far from being unitary or monolithic or 
autonomous things, cultures actually assume more “foreign” elements, al- 
terities, differences, than they consciously exclude. Who in India or Algeria 
today can confidently separate out the British or French component of the 
past from present actualities, and who in Britain or France can draw a clear 
circle around British London or French Paris that would exclude the impact 
of India and Algeria upon those two imperial cities? 

These are not nostalgically academic or theoretical questions, for as a 
brief excursion or two will ascertain, they have important social and political 
consequences. Both London and Paris have l arge immigrant po pulations 
from the former colonies, which themselves haveakrgereri^^ 
and French culture in their daily life. But that is obvious. Consider, for a 
more complex example, the. well-known is sufis^of the image of classical 
G reek antiquity or of tradition as a determinant of narinn alidenriry Studies 
such as Martin Bernal’s Black Athena and Eric Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger’s The Invention of Tradition have accentuated the extra ordi nary in- 
fluence of today’s anxieties and agendas on the pure (evetr'purged),images 
we construct of a privileged, genealogically useful past, & pfst in which we 
exclude unwanted elements, vestiges, narratives. Thus, according to Bernal, 
whereas Greek civilization was known originally to have roots in Egyptian, 
Semitic, and various other southern and eastern cultures, it was redesigned 
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as — Aryan, during the course of the nineteenth century, its Semitic and 
African roots either actively purged or hidden from view. Since Greek 
writers themselves openly acknowledged their culture’s hybrid past, Euro- 
pean philologists acquired the ideological habit of passing over these embar- 
rassing passages without comment, in the interests of Attic purity. 24 (One 
also recalls that only in the nineteenth century did European his torians of 

the. Gru.sades begin Kor to allude to the practice-of .cannihalisrn aiTiong^the 

feankish knights, even though eating human flesh is mentioned un- 
ashamedly in contemporary Crusader chronicles.) 

No less than the image of Greece, i mages of European authority were 
buttressedand^haped during the nineteenth century, Iria whefe'burm-rhe 
manufacture Qjfotual ^ ceremonies, and traditions co uld this be done? This 
is the argumenr^TtrorwaiSliyHobsbawm, Ranger, and the other contribu- 
tors to The Invention of Tradition. At a time when the older filaments and 
organizations that bound pre-modern societies internally were beginning to 
fray, and when the social pressures of administering numerous overseas 
territories and large new domestic constituencies mounted, the r uling elites 

in tim e,.gi ving 

*LJL,history and legitimacy that only tradition and longevity could impart. 


Thus in 1876 Victoria was declared Empress of India, her Vicen^Lord 
Lytton was sent there on a visit, greeted and celebrated in “traditional” 
jamborees and durbars all over the country, as well as in a great Imperial 
Assemblage in Delhi, as if her rule was not mainly a matter of power and 
unilateral edict, rather than age-old custom. 25 

S imilar c onstructions have bee_n _m ade on th e opposite side, that is, by 
J£ sur Igg i“ natives ” about their pre-colonial pa^ rmThTcase oTAlgeria 
durin g theWar of Independence (i^^I^wKen decolonization encour- 
aged Algerians and Muslims to create images of what they supposed them- 
selves to have-been prior to French colonization. This strategy is at work in 
what many national poets or men of letters say and write during indepen- 
dence or liberation struggles elsewhere in the colonial world. I want to 
underline the mobilizing_powg^r_ o fthe imagesand traditions broug ht forth, 
a ndxh eir .fictional, oraLleasUm aanticallv colored ^ fa ntastic q uality Think 
of what Yeats does for the Irish past, with itTo^dlru^ houses, 

which give the nationalist struggle something to revive and admire. In 
post-colonial national states, the liabilities of such essences as the Celtic 
spirit, negritude, or Islam are clear: they have much to do not only with the 
native manipulators, who also use them to cover up contemporary faults, 
corruptions, tyrannies, but also with the embattled imperial contexts out of 
which they came and in which they were felt to be necessary. 

Though for the most part the colonies have won their independence, 


(jlj! J gj ( alc. 
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many of the imperial attitudes underlying colonial conquest continue. In 1910 


avocate of colonialism Jules Harmand said: 


jj*- yy* 


It is necessary, then, to accept as a principle and point of departure the 
fact that theje.Js,a-Jiieraix hy of races a nd, civiliz ations. and t hat we 
belong to the superior race and civilization, still recognizing that, while 
su periority confers rights, it imposes strict oTaligations inTeturir~T lire 
basic legitimation of conquest over native peoples is the conviction of 
our superiority, not merely our mechanical, economic, and military 
superiority, but our moral superiority. Our dignity rests on that quality, 
and it underlies our right to direct the rest of humanity. Material power 
is n othing but a mean s to that end. 26 r 


As a precursor of today’s polemies-about the superiority of Western civiliza- 
tion over others, the supreme value of purely Western humanities as ex- 
tolled by conservative philosophers like Allan Bloom, the essential 
inferiority (and threat) of the non- Westerner as claimed by Japan-bashers, 
ideological Orientalists, and critics of “native” regression in Africa and Asia, 
Harmand’s declaration has a stunning prescience. 

M ore important th an the p ast itself, therefore, is its bear ing upon cultural 
attitudes in the presen t. For reasons that are partly embedded in the imperial 
experience, the old divisions between colonizer and colonized have re- 
emerged in what is often referred to as the North-South relationship, which 
has entailed defensiveness, various kinds of rhetorical and ideological com- 
bat, and a simmering hostility that is quite likely to trigger devastating 
wars — in some cases it already has. Are there ways we can reconceive the 
imperial experience in other than comp art mentalized-tg sms, so as to trans- 
form our understanding of both the past and the present and our attitude 
toward the future? 

We must start by characterizing the commonest ways that people handle 
the tangled, many-sided legacy of imperialism, not just those who left the 
colonies, but also those who were there in the first place and who remained, 
thenativds. Many people in England probably feel a certain remorse or 
j^giiEalSout their nation’s Indian experience, but there are also many people 
who miss the good old days, even though the value of those days, the reason 
they ended, and their own attitudes toward native nationalism are all un- 
resolved, still volatile issues. This is especially the case when race relations 
are involved, for instance during the crisis over the publication of Salman 
Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses and the subsequent fatwa calling for Rushdie’s 
death issued by Ayatollah Khomeini. 

But, equally, debate in Third World countries about colonialist practice 
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vw.faceboo«^ttalist ideology that sustained it is extremely live.v ^ 
Large groups of people believe that the bitterness and humiliationTof the 
experience which virtually enslaved them nevertheless delivered benefits-J 
liberal ideas, national self-consciousness, and"lSh^b^=^that 
over time seem to have made imperialism much less unpleasant Other 
people in the post-colonial age retrospectively reflected on colonialism the 
better to understand the difficulties of the present in newly independent 
states. Real problems of democracy, development, and destiny, are attested 
t0 by the stap £ ersecuti 0 n of intellectuals,who, carrv on their thought and 
practice.. pubii.cly...aad.m^ — Eqbal Ahmad and~FahAhmad Faiz 

in Pakistan, Ngugi wa Thiongo in Kenya, or Abdelrahman el Munif in 
the Arab world-major thinkers and artists whose sufferings have not 

punishmem lntranSlgence of their th °ught, or inhibited the severity of their 

Neither Munif; Ngugi, nor Faiz, nor any other like them, was anything 
but unstinting m his hatred of implanted colonialism or the imperialism that 
kept it going Ironically, the^w ere listened to only p artially, whether in the 
West or by the ruling authorities in their own societiesTThey were likely 
on the one hand, to be considered by many Western intellectuals retrospec- 
tive Jeremiahs denouncing the evils of a past colonialism, and, on the other 

™,nT ted ^ by thCir g0V L ernments in Saudi A ^bia, Kenya, Pakistan as 

iS..^ d £^2wer^hodeserved.iinprisQiimentQr.£jdle. Tbje. tragedy 

derive 
that are 

. remembered differentirThe ^hTr^, the siteT 
o intensity the agendas, and the constituencies in the metropolitan and 
ex-colonized worlds appear to overlap only partially. The small area that is 
perceived as common does not, at this point, provide for more than what 
might be called a r heto ri c of blame, 

I want first to consider the actualities of the intellectual terrains both 
common and discrepant in post-imperial public discourse, especially con- 
centrating on what ,n this discourse gives rise to and encourages the rhetoric 
and politics of blame. Then, using the perspectives and methods of what 
might be called a comparative literature of imperialism, I shall consider the 
ways ,n which a reconsidered or revised notion of how a post-imperial 
intellectual attitude might expand the overlapping community between 
metropolitan and formerly colonized societies. By looking at the differe nt 
expenencfis^n trapunt aljy, as making up a set of what I call intertwined and 
overlappmgh'storiesrishan try to formulate an alternative both to a politics 
of blame and to the even more destructive politics of confrontation and 
hostility. A more interesting type of secular interpretation can emerge, 
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altogether more rewarding than the denunciations of the past, the expres- 
sions of regret for its having ended, or— even more wasteful because violent 
and far too easy and attractiv^-the hostility between Western and non- 
Western cultures that leads to crises. The world is too small and interdepen- 
dent to let these passively happen. ' — ■ — — — 


( HI ) 

Two Visions in Heart of Darkness 


F) ° minatl0n and inequities of power and wealth are perennial facts of 
human society. But in today’s global setting they are also interpretable 
as having something to do with imperialism, its history, its new forms The 
nations of contemporary Asia, Latin America, and Africa are politically 
independent but in many ways are as dominated and dependent as they were 
when ruled directly by European powers. On the one hand, this is the 
consequence of selfjn^tedwounds, critics like V. S. Naipaul are wont to 

s ay ; f^^S^Top^ kno ws thaL“^ey”_meajis_^oreds^_wogs, iuggaaCLarfejo 






l^P5li^bj- l B--Qn the gdierji and, blaming the Euro peans sweepingly for the 
nusfonungs^t he present is not m ^h of a^ak^^^ t0 

do is to look at these matters as a network of interdependent histories that 
it would be inaccurate and senseless to repres S , ul t0 

understand. 6 

xt T \ e , P ? int herC * S n0t com P licated - If while sitting in Oxford, Paris, or 
New York you tell Arabs or Africans that they belong to a basically sick or 
unregenerate culture, you are unlikely to convince them. Even if you prevail 
over them, they are not going to concede to you your essential superiority 
or your right to rule them despite your evident wealth and power. The 
history of this stand-off is manifest throughout colonies where white masters 
were once unchallenged but finally driVen out. Conversely, the triumphant 
nanvesjoon engugh found that they needed the West and thaTthe iclei fr f 

with a callous, exploitative tyranny reminiscent of the departed masters. 

And so in the late twentieth century the imperial cycle of the last century 
in some way ttpfeiejit^.al though today there are really no big empty 
spaces, no expanding frontiers, no exciting new settlements to establish. We 
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live in one global environment with a huge number of ecological, economic, 
social, and political pressures tearing at its only dimly perceived, basically 
uninterpreted and uncomprehended fabric. Anyone with even a vague c on- 
s ciousness of this whole is a lar med at how such remorsel essly selfish and 
narrow i nterests patriotism, chauvinism, ethn ic, religious, and racial ha- 
treds can in fact lead to mass destructiveness. The world simply cannot 
afford this many more tunes] “ 

One should not pretend that models for a harmonious world order are 
ready at hand, and it would be equally disingenuous to suppose that ideas 
of peace and community have much of a chance when power is moved to 
action by aggressive perceptions of “vital national interests” or unlimited 
sovereignty. The United States’ clash with Iraq and Iraq’s aggression against 
Kuwait concerning oil are obvious examples. The wonder of it is tha t the 


scnoonng for such relatively provincia Lthought jnd action is still prevalent 
unch^ckgtl^nnciTticjllxjgcgJ?fed ± r^ciirru iglv replicated in the education o f 
generatioh_after_ge neration. We are all taught to venerate our nations a nd 
admi re our tradit ionsLffie^tg_ taught to pursue their interests with toughness 
^Qdja d i sr e g a rd for ot he r soc ie ti es, A new and in my opinion appalling 
^tnbaKsmlS/racturing societies, separating peoples, promoting greed, bloody 
ctsnfHcf^nd uninteresting assertions of minor ethnic or group particularity. 
Little time is spent not so much in “learning about other cultures” — the 
phrase has an inane vagueness to it — but in studying the map of interactions, 
the actual and often productive traffic occurring on a day-by-day, and even 
minute-by-minute basis among states, societies, groups, identities. 

No one can hold this entire map in his or her head, which is why the 
geography of empire and the many-sided imperial experience that created 
its fundamental texture should be considered first in terms of a few salient 
c onfiguratio nsJPrimarily, as we look back at the nineteenth century, wesee 
that the drive toward empire in effect brought most of the earth under the 
domination of a handful of powers. To get hold of part of what this means, 

I propose to look at a specific set of rich cultural documents in which the 
interaction between Europe or America on the one hand and the imperial- 
ized world on the other is animated, informed, made explicit as an experi- 
ence for both sides of the encounter. Yet before I do this, historically and 
systematically, it is a useful preparation to look at what still remains of 
1 ^P?-— i?m i n recent cu liural dis cussio n. This is the residuum of a dense, 
interesting history that is paradoxically global and local at the same time, 
and it is also a sign of how the imperial past lives on, arousing argument and 
counter-argument with surprising intensity. Because they are contemporary 
and easy at hand, these traces of the past in the present point the way to a 
study of thejiistories^the plural is used advisedly — created by empire, not 


uncheckec 


' acceptec 


generation after generation. 
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IToTT ° fthe white woman, but also those of the non-whites 

^ g WCre ^ CVen 38 thdr Claims were denied 

JTfT C ° ntemp ° rary debate about the residue of imperialism- 
tb£_E?5^5L|lTw natiye S are reprasenradJn. the Western media— illus 
trates the persistence of such interdependence and overlapping, not only in 
e debate s content but in its form, not only in what is said but also in h™ 

and IT TT P T n<>t eaSily COnle b5 ’ SO well-developed, tempting 
and ready at hand are the confrontational strategies. In 1984 , well before The 

Satanu Verses appeared, Salman Rushdie diagnosed the spate of films and 

T "T ! ntlS f Ra) ’ includin g the television series The Jewel in the 
Crown and David Lean’s film of A Passage to India. Rushdie noted that the 

^g^pressed into service by these affectionate recollections of British 
rule in India coincided with the Falklands War, and that “the rise of Rai 
revisionism, exemplified by the huge success of these fictions is the artist 

in modern Britain”^™ 

mentators responded towha 7 they^ 

TaL l SCemed t0 dlSregard HiS Prindpal P ° int Rushd ie was trying 
inteT I ' arger 7“' which Presumably should have appealed to 
intellectuals for whom George Orwell’s well-known description of die intel- 

.rT plaC , e in s P5 iet y_a s beings inside and outside the ^rhale nolonger 
applied; modern reality in Rushdie’s terms was actuall y “^el7ss>his 

^re - be no Lsy eSSS 
: terri ble, unquiet fuss.”” But Rushdk ; ’s main 

point was not the point considered worth taking up and debating. Instead the 

fact H T C T° nte u ntl0n Was whether things in the Third World hadn’t in 
act declined after the colonies had been emancipated, and whether it might 

not be better on the whole to listen to the rare— luckily, I might add 

thT 7 "TIT W ° rld “‘tuals who manfiilly ascribed most of 
their present barbarities, tyrannies, and degradations to their own native 
istories, histories that were pretty bad before colonialism and that reverted 

ho t N “ °f ■ ™'hl^ 

nest V. S. Naipaul than an absurdly posturing Rushdie. 

then? hT 1C1 T 1Ude fr ° m the emotions stirre d up by Rushdie’s own case 
enn I ft ' ma " y pCOple in the West “e to feel that enough was 
7 ‘ , fter ^f^! nd I ran i:iud note here that these labels are usually 
ployed equally to evok e Amer ican domeJEk^^^ 


rections of fEeTpSovtl^public anguish about the hostages in the , 97 os) as 
much as international conflict and the “loss” of Vietnam and Iran to radical 
ationahsms— after Vietnam and Iran, lines had to be defended. Western 
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democracy had taken a beating, and even if the physical damage had been 
done abroad, there wa s, a sense, a s liiamy.^ put it, 

of “ mutual destr uction.” This feeling in turn led to Westerners rethinking 
the whole process of decolonization. Was it not true, ran their new evalua- 
tion, that “we” had given “them” progress and modernization? Hadn’t we 
provided them with order and a kind of stability that they haven’t been able 
since to provide for themselves? Wasn’t it a n atrocious misplac ed trust to 
believe in their capacity for independence, for it had led to Bokassas and 
Amins, whose intellectual correlates were people like Rushdie? Shouldn’t 
we have held on to the colonies, kept the subject or inferior races in check, 
remained true to our civilizational responsibilities? 

I realize that what I have just reproduced is not entirely the thing itself, 
but perhaps a caricature. Nevertheless it bears an uncomfortable resem- 
blance to what many~people who imagined themselves speaking for the 
West said. Thgre seem ed little skepticism that a monolithic “West” in fac t 

evisted, any more.jhim-an^iUvtii^eY^cnlnnial wnrld dpsrrihfd in one sweep- 
ing generaliz ation after anothe r. The leap to essences and generalizations 
was accompanied by appeals to an imagined history of Western endowments 
and free hand-outs, followed by a reprehensible sequence of ungrateful 
bitings of that grandly giving “Western” hand. “Why don’t they appreciate 
us, after what we did for them?” 28 

How easily so much could be compressed into that simple formula of 
unappreciated magnanimity! D ismissed or forgotten were the ravaged col o- 


oeojples who for centuries endured 


mstice, unending 


no mic oppression, distortion of their social and intimate lives, and a 
rec ourseless submission that was the fu nction of unchangin g European supe- 
r iorit y. Only to keep in mind the millions of Africans who were supplied to 
the slave trade is to acknowledge the unimaginable cost of maintaining that 
superiority. Yet dismissed most often are precisely the infinite number of 
traces in the immensely detailed, violent history of colonial intervention — 
minute by minute, hour by hour — in the lives of individuals and collectivi- 
ties, on both sides of the colonial divide. 

The thing to be noticed about this kind of. contemporary discourse, which 
assumes the primacy and even the complete centrality of the West, is how 
totalizing is its form, how all-enveloping its attitudes and gestures ^ how 
much it s huts out even as it includes, co mpresses, and consolidates. We 
suddenly find ourselves transported backward in time to the late nmefeenth 
century. 

This imperial attitude is, I believe, beautifully captured in the compli- 
cated and rich narrative form of Conrad’s great novella Heart of Darkness, 
written between 1898 and 1899. On the one hand, the narrator Marlow 
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acknowledges jhe tragic predicament of all sp eech — that “it is impossible to 
convey the life-sensation of any given epoch of one’s existence — that which 
makes its truth, its meaning — its subtle and penetrating essence. . . . We live, 
as we dream— alone” 29 yet still manages to convey the enormous power 
of Kurtz s African experience through his own overmastering narrative of his 
voyage into the African interior toward Kurtz. This narrative in turn is 
connected directly with the redemptive force^ as well as the waste and 
horroj^of.Eurap£^-missiQrujL Whatever isjositor^iidedor~ 

even simply made up in Marlow’s immensely compellingrecitatiqd is com- 
pensated for in the narrative’s sheer historical momentum. The temporal 
forward movement with digressions, descriptions, exciting encounters, 
and all. Within the narrative of how he journeyed to Kurtz’s Inner Station! 
whose source and authority he now becomes, Marlow moves backward and 
fonvardjTia terially in small and large spira ls, very much the way episodes 
in the course of his journey up-river are then incorporated by the principal 
forward trajectory into what he renders as “the heart of Africa.” 

Thus Marlow’s encounter with the improbably white-suited clerk in the 
middle of the jungle furnishes him with several digressive paragraphs, as 
does his meeting later with the semi-crazed, harlequin-like Russian who has 
been so affected by Kurtz’s gifts. Yet underlying Marlow’s ii.iconclusiveiic.ss. 

h ‘i.. c v.asions, his arabesque me.ditations .ou..his fe elings and ideas, IT the 

which, despite all the many obsta- 
cles, is sustained through the jungle, through time, through hardship, to the 
heart of it all, Kurtz’s ivory-trading{e mpire ^Conrad wants us to see how 
Kurtz’s great looting adventure, MariowVjourney up the river, and the 
narrative itself all share a common theme: Europeans performing acts of 
imperial mastery and will in (or abou t) Africa.'"" ' ~ 

^~What makes Conrad differenFfrom~the ~other colonial writers who were 
his contemporaries is that, for reasons having partly to do with the colonial- 
ism that turned him, a Polish expatriate, into an employee of the imperial 
system, he was so self-conscious about what he did . Like most of his other 
tales, therefore, Heart of Darkness cannot just be a straightforward recital of 
Marlow’s adventures: it is also a dramatization of Marlow himself, the 
former wanderer in colonial regions, tdlmgTusltofyT^ 
listeners at a particular time and in a specific place. That this group of people 
is drawn largelyTrbm the businesslvorfdTs'Cdhracl’s way of emphasizing the 
fact that during the 1890s the b usine ss of empi re, oncejm advenmrom and 
^ ften indiv iduajisti c enter prise, ha d beco me the empire of business. (Coinci- 
dentally we should noterKaFaFabomthe^ an 

explorer, geographer, and Liberal Imperialist, gave a series of lectures on 
imperialism at the London Institute of Bankers: 30 perhaps Conrad knew 
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about this.^ AIthough_th e almost oppressi ve force of M arlow’s narrativ e 
leaves us with a quite accurate sen se that there is no way out of the sovereign 
hisfoHcanofce^fimp5Ia]Ismi^and that it has the power of a system repre- 
senting as well as speaking for everything within its dominion, Conrad 
shows us that what Marlow does is cgfinngeiy:, acted out for a set of 
like-minded British hearers, and limited toTtEat situation. 


larlow gives us a i 


view of what is 


world-conquerin g attitudes embodied b y Kurtz, Marl ow, the circle of listen- 
ers on the deck of the A f g//i>,.an d.C.cmxad.-By that I mean that Heart of Darkness 
works so effectively because its politics and aesthetics are, so to speak, 
imperialist, which in the closing years of the nineteenth century seemed to 
be at the same time an aesthetic, politics, and even epistemolog y ine vitable 
a nd unavoidahle _F or if we cannot truly understand someone else’s experi- 
ence and if we must therefore depend upon the assertive authority of the sort 
of power that Kurtz wiel ds as a white man in the jungle or that Marlow, 
another white man, w ields as narrator , there is no use looking for other, 
non-imperialist alternatives; t he system has simply eliminate d them and 
made them unthinkabl e. The circularity, the perfect closure of the whole 
thing is not only aesthetically but also mentally unassailable. 

Conrad is so self-conscious about situating Marlow’s tale in a narrative 
moment that he allows us simultaneously to realize after all that imperial- 
ism, far from swallowing up its own history, was taking place in and was 
circumscribed by a larger history, one just outside the tightly inclusive circle 
of Europeans on the deck of the Nellie. As. ye t. however, .no one seemed t o 
in hahir- that-regio n. and so Conrad left it empt y. 

Conrad could probably never have used Marlow to present anything 
other than an imperialist world-view, given what was available for either 
Conrad or Marlow to see of the non-European at the time. Independence 
was for whites and Europeans; the lesser or subject peoples were to be ruled; 
srience, leaming..historv emanate d from the West... True. Conrad scrupu- 
lously recorded the differences between the disgraces of Belgian and British 
colonial attitudes, but h e cou ld only imagine the world carved up into one 
or anot her W.es.te.tasphere of dominion. But because Conrad also "had" an 
extraordinarily persistent residual sense of his own exilic marginality, he 
quite carefully (some would say maddeningly) qualified Marlow’s narrative 
with the provisionally th at came from standing at the very juncture of this 
world with another, unspecified but different. Conrad was certainly not a 
great imperialist entrepreneur like Cecil Rhodes or Frederick Lugard, even 
though he understood perfectly how for each of them, in Hannah Arendt’s 
words, to enter “the maelstrom of an unending process of expansion, he will, 
as it were, cease to be what he was and obey the laws of the process, identify 
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himself with anonymous forces that he is supposed to serve in order to keep 
the whole process in motion, h e will thi nk of himself as mere function, and 
eventually consider such functionality, such an incarnatiorToftEe’ dynamic 
trend, his highest possible achievement.” 31 Conrad’s realization is that if, like 
narrative, imperialism has monopolized the entire system of representa- 
tion — which in the case of Heart of Darkness allowed it to speak for Africans 
as well as for Kurtz and the other adventurers, including Marlow and his 
audience — your self-consciousness as an outsider can allow you actively to 
comprehend how the machine works, given that you and it are fundamen- 
tally not in perfect synchrony or correspondence. Never the wholly incor- 
porated and fully acculturated Englishman, C onrad therefore preserver! an 
ironic distan ce in each of his w orks. 

The formof Conrad’s narrative has thus made it possible to derive two 
possible arguments, twp visions, in the post-colonial world that succeeded 
his. One: argument allows the old im perial ent erprise full scope to play its elf 
o ut conventionally , to render the world as official European or Western 
imperialism saw it, and to consolidate itself after World War Two. Western- 
ers may have physically left their old colonies in Africa and Asia, but they 
retained them not only as markets but as lo cales on the ideological map nv pr 
w hich they continued to rul e morally and intellectua lly. “Show me the Zulu 
Tolstoy,” as one American intellectual has recently put it. The assertive 
sovereign inclusiveness of this argument courses through the words of those 
who speak today for the West and for what the West did, as well as for what 
the rest of the world is, was, and may be. The assertions of this discourse 
exclude what has been represented as “lost” by arguing that the colonial 
world was in some ways ontologically speaking lost to begin with, irredeem- 
able, irrecusably inferior. Moreover, it focusses not on what was shared in 
the colonial experience, but ott what must never be shared , namely the 
autho rity and rectitude that come with greater po wer and development. 
Rhetorically, its terms are the organization of political passions, to borrow 
from Julien Benda’s critique of modern intellectuals, terms which, he was 
sensible enough to know, lead inevitably to mass slaughter, and if not to 
literal mass slaughter then certainly to rhet orical slaughter. 

The second argument is considerably less objectionable. I usees itself as 
Conrad saw his own narratives, local to a time and place, neither uncondi- 
tionally true nor unqualifiedly certain. As I have said, Conrad does not give 
us the sense tharfteTrtraftHrrragnre realized alternative to imperialism: 
the natives he wrote about in Africa, Asia, or America were incapable- of 
independence, and because he seemed to imagine that European tutelage 
wasagfven, he could not foresee what would take place when it came to an 
end. But come to an end it would, if only because — like all human effort, like 
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speech kseife—it would have its moment, then it would have to pass. Since 
Conrad' W«terjimperialism, shows its contingency, records its illusions and 
tremendous violence and waste (as in Nostromo), he permits his later readers 
to imagine something other than an Africa carved up into dozens of Euro- 
pean colonies, even if, for his own part, he had little notion of what that 
Africa might be. 

To return to the first line out of Conrad, the discourse of resurgent empire 
proves that the nineteenth-century imperial enco unter continues today t o 
d raw lines and de^mfl^frfTers 7 ~S 5 ^n^ely 7 it persists~also in the enormously 
complex and quietly interesting interchange between former colonial part- 
ners, say between Britain and India, or between France and the Francophone 
countries of Africa. But these exchanges tend to be overshadowed by the 
loud antagonisms of the polarized debate of pro- and anti-imperialists, who 
speak stridently of national destiny, overseas interests, neo-imperialism, and 
the like, drawing like-minded people — aggressive Westerners and, ironi- 
cally, those non- Westerners for whom the new nationalist and resurgent 
Ayatollahs speak — away from the other ongoing interchange. Inside each 
regrettably constricted camp stand the blameless, the just, the faithful, led by 
the omnicompetent, those_who-kBew-the Ltruth about themselv es-antLothers: 
outside stands a miscellaneous bunch of querulous intellectuals and wishy- 
washy skeptics who go on complaining about the past to little effect. 

An important ideological shift occurred during the 1970s and 1980s, accom- 
panying this contraction of horizons in what I have been calling the first of 
the two lines leading out of Heart of Darkness. One can locate it, for instance, 
in the dramatic change in emphasis and, quite literally, direction among 
thinkers noted for their radicalism. The later Jean-Fran^is Lyotard and 
Michel Foucault, eminent French philosophers who emerged during the 
1960s as apostles of radicalism and intellectual insurgency, describ e a strikin g 
new lack of faith in wharJLyotard call s the g reat le gitim izing narratives of 
e mancipation and e nlighten ment. Our age, he said in the i98os7~is(^post- 
modermst, concerned on ly__witLjQeaL_issues, noTwi^kisscuyJmL^i^ 
problems to be solv ed, no t wit.h.a,grand reality but with games. 32 Foucault 
also turned his attention away from the oppositional forces in modern 
society which he had studied for their undeterred resistance to exclusion and 
confinement — delinquents, poets, outcasts, and the like — and decided that 
since power was everywhere it was probably better to concentrate on the 
local micro-physics of power that surround the individual. The self was 
therefore to be studied, cultivated, and, if necessary , refas hioned~ancl con- 
stituted.’nhrlrerthHbyoTa^^ we "find precisely the samejroge 

employed to explain the disappointment in the politics of liberatior^narra- 
five^which posits an enabling beginning point and a vindicating goal, is no 


ita j ( alc. JJ j)\^ 
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longer adequate for plotting the human trajectory in society. There is 
nothing to look forward to: we are stuck within our circle. And now the line 
is enclosed by a circle. After years of support for anti-colonial struggles in 
Algeria, Cuba, Vietnam, Palestine, Iran, which came to represent for many 
Western intellectuals their deepest engagement in the politics and philoso- 
phy of anti-imperialist decolonization, a moment of exhaustion and disap- 
pointment was reached. 34 One began to hear and read how futile it was to 
support revolutions, how barbaric were the new regimes that came to power, 
how — this is an extreme case — decolonization had benefited “world 
communism.” 


Enter now-Jerradsn i and barbar ism. Enter also the ex-colonial experts 
whose well-publicized message was these colonial peoples deserve only 
colonialism or, since “we” were foolish to pull out of Aden, Algeria, India, 
Indochina, and everywhere else, it might be a good idea to reinvade their 
territories. Enter also various experts and theoreticians of the relationship 
between liberation movements, terrorism, and the KGB. There was a resur- 
gence of sympathy for what Jeane Kirkpatrick called authoritarian (as op- 
posed to totalitarian) regimes who were Western allies. With the onset of 


ivL-agaiiiJiu, 


However eTse it mighf have Been historically understandable, peremp- 
torily withdrawing “the West” from its own experiences in the “peripheral 
world” certainly was and is not an attractive or edifying activity for an 
intellectual today. It shuts out t he^o^sibility__Qfin owledge andjafdiscnvpry 
pf what it means to be outside the whale. Let us return to Rushdie for 
another insight: 


We see that it can be as false to create a politics-free fictional universe 
as J 9 ^ 5 ^^^iA? 3 Bi^^^ 5 j^^wjworFor"eat offratejirlove 
or sleep. Outside the whale it becomes necessary, and even exhilarat- 
ing, to grapple with the special problems created by the incorporation 
of political material, because p olitics is by turns farce and tragedy, and 
sometimes (e.g., Zia’s Pakistan) both at once. Outside the whale the 
writer is obliged to accept that he (or she) is part of the crowd, part of 
^-P^SSIkpattjifkhejtonn^ojha t objectivity become s a grfiatjSffi^ri. 
like perfection, an unattainable goal for which one must struggle in 
spite of the impossibility of success. Outside the whale is the world of 
Samuel Beckett’s famous formula: I can't go on, I’ll go on. iS 

The terms of Rushdie’s description, while they borrow from Orwell, seem 
to me to resonate even more interestingly with Conrad. For here is the 
second consequence, the second line leading out of Conrad’s narrative form; 


| 


ill 
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in its explicit references to the outside, it points to a perspective ou tside the 
ba sically imperialist representations p rovided by Marlow and his listeners. 
It is a profoundly s ecular perspect ive, and it is beholden neither to notions 
about historical destiny and the essentialism that destiny always seems to 
entail, nor to historical indifference and resignation. Being on the inside 
sh uts out the full experience of imperialism , edits it and subordinates it to 
thed ominan ce of one Eurocentric a nd totalizing view; this other perspective 
s uggest s the presence of a field withoutspecialliistorical privilegesforone 

party. ~~~ I ’ " 



I don’t want to overinterpret Rushdie, or put ideas in his prose that he 
may not have intended. In this controversy with the local British media 
(before The Satanic V erses sent him into hiding), he . claimed that he could n ot 
rec ognize the truth of his own experie nce in t he popular media representa- 
ti ons of lndta^-Now I myself would go further and sajTHiiFiFdsmie'oFtKe 
virtues of such conjunctures of politics with culture and aesthetics that they 
permit the disclosure of a common ground obscured by the controversy 
itself. Perhaps it is especially hard for the combatants directly involved to 
see this common ground when they are fighting back more than reflecting. 
I can perfectly understand the anger that fuelled Rushdie’s argument be- 
cause like him I feefoutfturn bered and.q utorganiz ed bv a pre v ail ing Western 
c onsensus tha t has come t o regard the Third World as an atrocious nuisance, 
a and political ly inferior place. Whereas we write and speak as 

members of a small minority of marginal voices, our journalistic and aca- 
demic critics belong to a wealthy system of interlocking informational and 
academic resources with newspapers, television networks, journals of opin- 
ion, and institutes at its disposal. Most of them have now taken up a strident 
chorus of rightward-tending damnation, in which they separate what is 
non-white, non-Western, and non-Judeo-Christian from the acceptable and 
designated Western ethos, then herd it all together under various demeaning 
rubrics such as terrorist, marginal, second-rate, or unimportant. To attack 
what is contained in these categories is to defend the Western spirit. 

Let us return to Conrad and to what I have been referring to as the 
second, less imperialistically assertive possibility offered by Heart of Darkness. 
Recall once again that Co nrad sets the story on the deck of a boat anchored 
i n the Thames; as Marlow tel ls his story the sun sets, and by the end of the 
narrat ive tbe heart of darkness h as reap peared.inTnglandT^iir.sKle the groiip 
of Marlow’s listeners lies an undefined and unclear world. Conrad some- 
times seems to want to fold that world into the imperial metropolitan 
discourse represented by Marlow, but by virtue of his own dislocated subjec- 
tivity he resists the effort and succeeds in so doing, I have always believed, 
largely through formal device s. Conrad’s self-consciously circular narrative 
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forms draw attention to themselves as arti^daLfiQastmggons, encouraging 
us to sense the potential of a reality that seemed inaccessible to imperialism, 
just beyond its control, and that only well after Conrad’s death in 1924 
acquired a substantial presence. . 

This needs more explanation. Despite their European names and manner- 
isms, Conradjjiarratorsjrejiotjyergge unreflecting witn esses of European 
impe r ia lism. They do not simply accept what goes on in the name of the 
imperiaf idea: they think about it a lot, they worry about it, they are actually 
quite anxious about whether they can make it seem like a routine thing. But 
it never is. Conrad s way of demonstrating this discrepancy between the 
orthodox and his own views of empire is to k eep drawing attention to how 
id eas and values are constructed (and deconstructed) through dislocations i n 
th ?JlHf^rlp|nguag6. In addition, the recitations are meticulously staged: 
the narrator is a speaker whose audience and the reason for tKwr^mf 
together, the quality of whose voice, the effect of what he says— are all 
important and even insistent aspects of the story he tells. Marlow, for 
ex ample, is never straightforward. He alternates between gar rulity amTstun- 
”ij)Z^ 3 HgIl£^. . an ^rareIyresist s~m aking p eculiar thingsseemmorepecu- 
^ nglx. J^jys tatin g them, or renderin g^ them vague and 
contradic t ory. Thus, he says, aTFrehch warship fires “into a contlnent”; 
Kurtz s "eloquence is enlightening as well as- fraudulent; and so on — his 
speech so full of these odd discrepancie s (well discussed by Ian Watt as 
^delayeddecoding”^) that the net effect is to leave his immediate audience 
as well as the reader with the acute sense that what he is presenting is not 
quite as it should be or appears to be. 

Yet the whole point of what Kurtz and Marlow talk about is in fact 
i^glLaLmagtgg^ white European over black Africans, and their ivory , ciyili- 
primitive d ark continent. By accentua ting the discrepancy 
^g^g.g.E.ftg. 9 ^ and the re m ark ab ly disorienting a ctual- 

it y of Africa, M arlow unsettles the reader’s sense not only of the verv idea 

qfempire,lmtofspmetEng.morebasi^ffiff^fForifConr a acanshow 

that all human activity depends on coi^ffingUKldically unstable reality to 
which words approximate only by will or convention, the same is true of 
empire, of venerating the idea, and so forth. With Conrad, then, we are in 
un made m ore or less all th e time. What appears 
stable and secure — the policeman at the corner, for instance — is only 
slightly more secure than the white men in the jungle, and requires the same 
continuous (but precarious) triumph over an all-pervading darkness, which 
by the end of the tale is shown to be t he same in London and in Afrin , 

Conrad’s genius allowed him to realize that the ev er-present.fl.arkness 
qguld be colonized or illum inated— Heart of Darkness is full of references to 
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the mission civilisatrice, to benevolent as well as cruel schemes to bring light 
to the dark places and peoples of this world by acts of will and deployments 
of power — but that it also had to be acknowledged as independen t. Kurtz 
and Marlow acknowledge the dark ness, the former as he is dying, the latter 
ashereflects retrospecrivelvonAemeanlng^rKurtz’ s final words . They 
(ancTof course ConmdT^fe aHeSd'riflErtime in understanding that wh at 
t hey call “th e darkness” has an autonomy of its own, and can reinvade and 
reclaim what imperialism had taken for its own. But Marlow and Kurtz are 
also creatures of their time and c annot take the ne xt step, which would be 
to recognize that what they saw, disablingly and disparagingly, as a non- 
European “darkness” was in fact a non-European world resisting imperialism 
so as one day to regain sovereignty and independence, and not, as Conrad 
reductively says, to reestablish the darkness. Conrad’s tragic limitation is 
that even though he could see clearly that on one level imperialism was 
essentially pure dominance and land-grabbing, he could not then conclude 
that imperialism had to end so that “natives” could lead lives free from 
European domination. As a creature of his time, Conrad could notgrantthe 
natives their freedom, despife^fsnrwyere^ftiqpej)fjh£ imperialism ^that 
enslaved jhejn. 

The cultural and ideological evidence that Conrad was wrong in his 
Eurocentric way is both impressive and rich. A whole movement, l iterature , 
and, theory of resistance and response to empiftPexlits — it is the subject of 
Chapter Three of this botric^aiidln greatlycfisparate post-colonial regions 
one sees tremendously energetic efforts to engage with the metropolitan 
world in equal debate so as to testify to the diversity and differences of the 
non-European world and to its own agendas, priorities, and history. The 
purpose of this testimony is to inscribe, reinterpret, and expand the areas of 
engagement as well as the terrain contested with Europe. Some of this 
activity — for example, the work of two important and active Iranian intel- 
lectuals, Ali Shariati and Jalal Ali i-Ahmed, who by means of speeches, 
books, tapes, and pamphlets prepared the way for the Islamic Revolution — 
interprets colonialism by asserting the_abs olute opposition of the nat ive 
culture: the West is an enemy, a disease, an evil. In other instances, novelists 
like the Kenyan j^jug ijmd the Sudanese Tayeb Salih apgropriaJs^ferjJieir 
fic tion suc h great rojwja f colonial cu lture as the quest a nd the voyage into 
the unknown, claiming them for their own, post-colonial purposes. Salih’s 
hero in Season of Migration to the North does (and is) the reverse of what Kurtz 
does (and is): the Black man journeys north into white territory. 

Between classical nineteenth-century imperialism and what it gave rise to 
in resistant native cultures, there is thus both a stubbqrn confrontation and 
a crossing over in discussion, borrowiiigba^ andh^h^db^teTManyoiTKe 
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most interesting post-colonial writers be ar their past within th em — as scars 
of humiliating wounds, as instigation for Hi^^ntpra criceTas potentially 
r ?Yigg^^Qiis,oft hepas^mnding to ward a ne w future , as urgenflyreinter- 
P^y^?_asd-red^4riqyable exp£rieiices, in which the formerly sil ent native 


spe aks and act s o n territory taken back f rom the empire . One sees these 
aspects in Rushdie, Derek Walcott, Aimd Cdsaire, Chinua Achebe, Pablo 
Neruda, and Brian Friel. And now these writers can truly read the great 
colonial masterpieces, which not only misrepresented them but assumed 
they were unable to read and respond directly to what had been written 
about them, just as European ethnography presumed the natives’ incapacity 
to intervene in scientific discourse about them. Let us try now to review this 
new situation more fully. 


( iv ) 

Discrepant Experiences 


L et us begin by accepting the notion that although there is an irreduci- 
fble^ubjeetive-e&r^tcUuimM-expe rience.j jilZe ^periencel^aTs a/Kisrnri- 
c gl.and secular, it is accessible to analysis and interpretation, and — centrally 
important— i t is not exhausted by totalizing theories, not marked and lim- 
ited by doctrinal or national lines, not confinedTonci'and for all to analytical 
constructs. If one believes with Gramsci that an i ntellectual vocatio n i s 
socially possible as well as desirable, then it is an inadmissible contradiction 
at the same time to build analyses of historical experience around exclusions, 
exclusions that stipulate, for instance, that only women can understand 
feminine experience, only Jews can understand Jewish suffering, only for- 
merly colonial subjects can understand colonial experience. 

I do not mean what people mean when they say glibly that there are two 
sides to every question. The difficulty with theories of essentialism and 
exclusiveness, or with barriers and sides, is that they give rise to polariza- 
tions that absolve and forgive ignorance and demagogy more than they 
enable knowledge. Even the most cursory look at the recent fortunes of 
theories about race, the modern state, modern nationalism itself verifies this 
sad truth. If you know in advance that the African or Iranian or Chinese or 
Jewish or German experience is f undamentally integral, coherent, se parate 
and therefore comprehensible onf)Tto Africans, Iranians, Chinese, Jews, or 
Germans, you first of all posit as essential something which, I believe, is both 
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historically created and the result of internretation- 


the existence 


meanness, lewishness 


lor that matter Orientalism 


and Oc cidentalism. And second, you are likely as a consequence to defend 
the essence or experience itself rather than promote full knowledge of it and 
its entanglements and dependencies on other knowledges. As a result, you 
will demote the different_eXB erience of others to a lesser status . 

iFat the outset we acknowledge the massively knotted and complex 
histories of special but nevertheless overlapping and interconnected experi- 
ences — of women, of Westerners, of Blacks, of national states and cultures — 
there is nopairicular^ for granting each and all of them . 

an ideal and essentia ll y, se parate status. Yet we would wish to preserve what 
is unique about each so long as we also preserve some sense of the human 
community and the actual contests that contribute to its formation, and of 
which they are all a part. An excellent example of this approach is one I have 
already referred to, the essays in The Invention of Tradition, essays which 
consider invented traditions that are highly specialized and local (e.g., Indian 
durbars and European football games) yet, even though they are very 
different, share similar char acteristic s. The point of the book is that these 
quite various practices can be read and understood to gethe r since they 
belong to comparable fields of human experience, those Hobsbawm de- 
scribes as attempting “t o establish continuity with a suitable h istoric past.” 37 

A comparative or, better, a contrapuntal perspective's required in order 
to see a connection between coronation^ and the Indian 

durbars of the late nineteenth century. That is, we must be able to think 
through and interpret together experiences that are discrepant, each with its 


j particular agenda and pace of development, its own internal formations, its 
//internal coherence and system of external relationships, all of them co- 
¥ existing and interacting with others. Kipling’s novel Kim, for example, occu- 
pies a very special place in the development of the English novel and in late 
Victorian society, but its picture of India exists in a deeply antithetical 
relationship with the development of the movement for Indian indepen- 
dence. Either t he novel or the political movement represen ted or inter- 
grgffitLEilhoutdie other misses the^cruclal discrepancy between the two 
given to t hem bv tlh e actual experienccTof empire. 

One point needs further clarification. The notion of “discrepant experi- 
ences” is not intended to circumvent the problem of ideology. On the 
contrary, no experience that is interpreted or reflected on can be character- 
ized as immediate, just as no critic or interpreter can be entirely believed if 
he or she claims to have achieved an Archimedean perspective that is subject 
neither to history nor to a social setting. In juxtaposing experiences with 
each other, in letting them play off each other, it is my int erpretativ e 
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EQiiS£aLainL4in_tfae broadest sense) to m a ke concurrent those views an d 
e xperiences that are ideologica l ly and culturallv closed to each other and 
thM aaempt to distance or suppress other vie ws and experiences Far from 
seeking to reduce the significance of ideology, the^pSife^id dramatiza- 
tion of discrepancy highlights its cultural importahce; thfs enables us to 
appreciate its power and understand its continuing influence. 

So let us contrast two roughly contemporary early-nineteenth-century 
texts (both date from the 1820s): the Description de I'Egypte in all its massive, 
impressive coherence, and a comparatively slendervolume, ‘Abd al- Rahman 
al-Jabarti’ s 'Aja’ib al-Athar . The Description was the twenty-four-volume ac- 
count of Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt, produced by the team of French 
scientists which he took with him. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti was an Egyp- 
tian notable and ‘alim, or religious leader, who witnessed and lived through 
the French expedition. Take first the following passage from the general 
introduction to the Description written by Jean-Baptiste-Joseph Fourier: 

Placed between Africa and Asia, and communicating easily with 
Europe, Egyptoccupies-the ce nter of the a ncient continent. This m.m. 
try presents only great jrnemorics; it is the homeland of the arts and 
conserves innumerable monuments; its principal temples and the pal- 
aces inhabited by its kings still exist, even though its least ancient 
edifices had already been built by the time of the Trojan War. Homer, 
Lycurgus, Solon, Pythagoras, and Plato all went to Egypt to study the 
sciences, religion, and the laws. Alexander* founded, an opulent city 
there, which for a long time enjoyed commerciSTsupremacy and which 
witnessed Pompey, Caesar, Mark Antony, and Augustus deciding be- 
tween them t he fate of R ome and that of the entire world. It is therefore 
proper for this country to attract the attention of illustrious princes who 
rule the destiny of nations. 

No considerable power was ever amassed by any nation, whether in 
the West or in Asia, that did not also turn that nation toward Egypt, 
which was regarded in some measure as its natural lot. 38 

Fourier speaks as the rati onalizin g mouthpiecepfNapaleQji’sinvasion of 
Egypt in 1798. The resonances"bfThe"gteat na mgs he summons, the placing, 
the grounding, the ngrmaHan^^ or bit 

fif Europsan existence — all this transforms conquest from a clash between 
a conquering and a defeated army into a much longer, slower process, 
obviously more acceptable to the European sensibility enfolded within its 
own cultural assumptions than the shattering experience could have been 
for an Egyptian who endured the conquest. 
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At almost the same time Jabarti records in his book a series of anguished 
' and perceptive reflections on the conquest; he writes as an embattled reli- 

j gious notable recording the invasion of his country and the destruction of 

| his society. 


CT his year is the beginning of a period marked by great battles: s erious 
results were suddenly produced in a frightening manner; miseries mul- 
tiplied without end, the course of things was troubled, the common 
meaning of life was corrupted and destruction overtook it and the 
devastation was general. [Then, as a good Muslim, he turns back to ) 7 
reflect on himself and his people.] “God,” says the Koran (xi, 9) “does ' ' 
not unjustly ruin cities whose inhabitants are just.” 39 

The French expedition was accompanied by a whole team of s cientists 
whose job it was to s urvey Egypt as it had never been surv eyed be fore — the 
result was the gigantic Description itself-^-^But Jabarti has eyes for, and only 
appreciates, t he facts of power, whose meaning he senses as constituting a 
punishment fo r Egy pt Frencli power bears upon his existence as a con- 
quered Egyptian, an existence for him compressed into that of a subjugated 
particle, barely able to do more than record the French army’s comings and 
goings, its imperious decrees, its overwhelmingly harsh measures, its awe- 
some and seemingly unchecked ability to do what it wants according to 
imperatives that Jabarti’s compatriots could not affect. The discrepancy 
b etween the politics producing the Description and that of Jabarti’s immedia te 
tesponseJsjnark, and highlights the terrain they contest so unequally. 


Now it is not difficult to follow out the results of Jabarti’s attitude, and 
generations of historians have in fact done this, as I shall do to some extent 
later in this book. His experience produced a deep-seated anti- Westernism 
that is a persistent theme of Egyptian, Arab, Islamic, and Third World 
history; one can also find in Jabarti the seeds of Islamic j efrxagastn-which, as 
promulgated later by the great Azhar cleric and reformer Muhammad ‘Abdu 
and his remarkable contemporary Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, argued either 
that Islam had better modernize in order to compete with the West, or that 
it should return to its Meccan roots the better to combat the West; in 
addition, Jabarti speaks at an^early-tnomeot-in-the-history-Qfrthe j mmen se 
wave of national self-consciousness that culminated in Egyptian indepen- 
dence, ih Nasserite theory and practice, and in contemporary movements of 
so-called Islamic fundamentalism. 

--Nevertheless historians have not so readily read t hg dev elp43.ment.of 


in terms of 


expedition. 


(The same is true of the British reign in India, a reign of such immense range 
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culture.) Yet what later scholars and critics sav about A, p P 

made possible by ,h. 

Orient is also, interestingly, a somewhat attenuated and highly implicit 
fraction of that earlier contest. To^vrite today about Nerval Id pfiS 
c hose work de p ended so massive i y up on th70ri^rsl5^khT7;^^’ 

to extend tfiem into xm Ft? steps, 

thi^S— ^ in saying 

* “ ° “ f r 1 7 h glm "" !ymb ° liC ‘‘““W ^Fw-arS 

ouner. The imperial conquest was not a one-time tearing of the veil bur 
a -£SBS 5 uajly^ re peated, instit utionalized present in French life ml, ’ u 

.3“ taFT‘ “ d 

gated cultures took on a variety of forms. 

^--The^^^^js staking. I n one instance, we assume that the better part 

in the ol ln r ° mal territ ° rieS W3S 3 of the imperial inte^on 

ings'were maredna/and ^ ^ C ° lonial 

I JL r d Perh3pS CVCn eccentric t0 the antral activities of the 

i^eat metropolitan cultures. Thus, the tendency in anthropology history 

0 “ S “ EUr ° Pe 3nd tHe United States is t0 treafJhe whoTe 

of world hstory as viewable by a kind of Western super-subject whose 
histoncizing and disciplinary rigor either takes^^l^i-^olonial 
period, restores history to people and cultures “without” history Few foil 

» ”^tj a£, dlC re l a tionship itself. More particularly the 
Z 17 f0rmal and ideolo ® ical depenfef the great French and 
' f" g h rCa 1Stl . C "° Vels 0n the facts of empire has also never been studied 
torn a general theoretical standpoint. These elisions and denials are all 
reproduced, I believe, in the strident journalistic debates about decoloniza- 
on, in which imperialism is repeatedly on record as saying in effect You 

L W S “ T K“ 1U!e 0fUSi " h “ « 

m L “ T. ” ,,OU Wi " ln ° w nod ™8. for certainly there la Lie 
“eLF ,bOU ' help either y„I „r » L'l 

Were the disputed value of knowledge about imperialism merely a con 

wouLT iu rfied 'T ° r aCademiC P ers P ect3v es in cultural history, we 
ould be justified m regarding ,t as not really serious, though perhaps worth 

otice. In fact, however, we ar<Lal.k?ng about a compellingly Lportant and 

of pQwecjypd-na^^ 

reve Stl0n ’ ° r e ^ 3 " lple ’ that ln the P ast decade the extraordinarily intense 
ersion to tribal and religious sentiments all over the world has accompa- 
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nied and deepened many of the discrepancies among polities that have 
| continued since — if they were not actually created by — the period of high 

| European imperialism. Moreover, the various struggles for dominance 

among states, nationalisms, ethnic groups, regions, and cultural entities have 
conducted and amplified a manipulation of opinion andj jismillse^JLBroduc- 
tion and consumption of ideol ogical media represen tations, a simplification 
and red n rri OT of vasf comple xities easy cur rency, the easier to deploy 
andl^oIFtheS of state policies. In all of this intellectuals 

fiav^^a^^ an imponant role, nowhere in my opinion more crucial and 
more compromised than in the overlapping region of experience and culture 
that is colonialism’s legacy where the politics of secular interpretation is 
carried on for very high stakes. Naturally the preponderance of power has 
i been on the side of the self-constituted “Western” societies and the public 

i intellectuals who serve as their apologists and ideologists. 

But there have been interesting responses to this imbalance in many 
formerly colonized states. Recent work on India and Pakistan in particular 
! (e.g., Subaltern Studies) has highlighte d the complicities between the post- 

| .coloniaTliecurity~~sfate a nd the intellectual^ nationalist elit e; Arab, African, 

and Latin American oppositional intellectuals have produced similar critical 
studies. But I shall focus here more closely on the unfortunate convergence 
that uncritically propels the Western powers into action against ex-colonial 
peoples. During the time I have been writing this book, the crisis caused by 
Iraq’s invasion and annexation of Kuwait has been in full flower: hundreds 
of thousands of the United States’ troops, planes, ships, tanks, missiles 
arrived in Saudi Arabia; Iraq appealed to the Arab world (badly split among 
the United States’ supporters like Mubarak of Egypt, the Saudi royal family, 
the remaining Gulf sheikhs, Moroccans, and outright opponents like Libya 
and Sudan, or caught-in-the-middle powers like Jordan and Palestine) for 
help; the United Nations was divided between sanctions and the United 
States’ blockade; and in the end the United States prevailed and a devastat- 
ing war was fought. Two central ideas clearly were held over from the past 
and still hold sway: one was the great power’s right to safegua rd-its distant 
interests even to ri^~poIio^^-nfrUt afy^^ second w as th at . lesser 

| powerswefe" alsolesser peoples, with les ser rights, morals, claims. 

' :r PerceptionF and political attitudes molded ai^maniputated by'ffie media 
were significant here. In t he West. represm taiims..x£_tlK:^Arab. workLey-er 
sinc e the 1967 S(ar-have-been-crude,-reductiQnist,-CQarsely .racialist, as much 
critical literature in Europe and the United States has ascertained and 
verified. Yet films and television shows portraying Arabs as sleazy “camel- 
jockeys,” terrorists, and offensively wealthy “sheikhs” pour forth anyway. 
When the media mobilized behind President Bush’s instructions to preserve 
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eminent practitioner Naguib (whose pre- 

P uoner, ivaguib Mahfouz, won the 1988 Nobel Prfrel 
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ceminly m d», the media i, f, t b.„., equipped J d“ “ 
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T ^ trr.t and 

senior Orientalist! working in the United StltesT^ ““ ° f 
debate about changing the “Western canon ” T i-L W3S entenn £ the 

“ S “ nford .’’""IT 
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bigamy would return is to foreclose the possibility that any advance over 
tyranny and barbarism could or did occur outside the West. Lewis’s argu- 
ment has the effect of driving the non-Westerner into a violent rage or, with 
equally unedifying consequences, into boasting about the achievements of 
non-Western cultures. Rather than affirming th e interdependence of vari ous 
histories on one another, and the nece ssary int eractio n of contempora ry 
QnrTprips7i)^on eanoth^.the lEetor o Lfflto^ a, 

murderous imp erial contest b e tween them— the^arryJ^kjeR gated again 
and again. 

* Sriother example occurred in late 1986, during the broadcast and subse- 
quent discussion of a television documentary called The Africans. Originally 
commissioned and mostly funded by the BBC, this series was written and 
narrated by a distinguished scholar and professor of political science at the 
University of Michigan, Ali Mazrui, a Kenyan and a Muslim, whose compe- 
tence and credibility as a first-rank academic authority were unquestioned. 
Mazrui’s series had two premises: one, that for the first time in a history 
dominated by Western representations of Africa (to use the phrase from 
Christopher Miller’s book Blank Darkness , by a discourse that is thoroughly 
Africanist in every instance'ancTTnflection) 40 an African was representing 
himself and Africa before a W estern audi ence, precIselytKat audience whose 
societies for several hundred years had pillaged, colonized, enslaved Africa; 
second, that African history was made up of three elements or, in Mazrui’s 
language, concentric circles: t he native African experience, the experience 
of Islam, and the experience of imperialism. 

"For a start, the ISJationir^ndowment for the Humanities removed its 
financial support for the broadcast of the documentaries, although the series 
ran on PBS anyway. Then The New York Times, the leading American 
newspaper, ran consecutive attacks on the series in articles (September 14, 
October 9 and 2 6, 1986) by the (then) television correspondent John Corry. 
To describe Corry’s pieces as insensate or semi-hysterical would not be an 
exaggeration. Mostly Corry accused Mazrui personally of ‘^i deological” 
exclusions and e mphases , for example, that h e no whexe meutioned Israel (in 
apFograrn about African history Israel may have appeared to Mazrui as not 
relevant) and that he vastly exaggerated the evils Qf Western colonialism. 
Corry’s attack especially singled out Mazrui’s “moralistic and political ordi- 
nates,” a peculiar euphemism implying that Mazrui was little more than an 
unscrupulous propagandist, the better to be able to challenge Mazrui’s 
figures about such things as the number of people who died in building the 
Suez Canal, the number killed during the Algerian war of liberation, and so 
on. Lurking near the turbulent and disorderly surface of Corry’s prose was 
the (to him) disturbing and unacceptable reality of Mazrui’s performance 
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itself. Here at last was an African on prime-time television, in the West, 
aring to accuse the West of what it had done, thus reopening a file consid- 
ered dosed. That Mazrui also spoke well of Islam, that he showed a com- 
n>andofjjteoemjusto ^ method and political rhetoric, that. hTfihThe 
appeared as a_co nvincin/model FfTreal ihjmah^bd^g— all these ran 
contrary to the reconstituted imperial ideology' for which Corry was per- 
haps inadvertently, speaking. At its heart lay the axiom that non-Europeans 

^h^HiiP^representthMryiewsofEurppeanandAhfOTcanliTsfoify'asthose 

hi^nesjmginged on the colonies; if they did, they had to be very firmly 
resisted. 1 ’ 


The entire legacy of what can metaphorically be called the tension 
between Kip hng, who finally saw only the po li tics of emp ire. snH Fanon, 
^BS-Sg£jR£^£past.&gjiajjonalist..asserri on s s u cce eding Ha «.Voi ’ 

„|hsmjias been disastrous. Let us allow that, given the discrepancy between 
European colonial power and that of the colonized societies, there was a 
kind of historical necessity by which colonial pressure created anti-colonial 
resistance. What concerns me is the way in which, generations later, the 
conflict continues in an impoverished and for that reason all the more 
dangerous form, thanks to an uncritical alignment between intellectuals and 
institutions of power which reproduces the pattern of an earlier imperialist 
istory This results, as I noted earlier, in an intellectual p olitics nf hl.m f 
and a drastic reduction in the range of material proposed for attention and 
controversy by public intellectuals and cultural historians. 

What is the inventory of the various strategies that might be employed to 
widen, expand, and deepen our awareness of the way the past and present 
of the imperial encounter interact with each other? This seems to me a 
question of immediate importance, and indeed explains the idea behind this 
book Let me very briefly illustrate my idea with two examples that are 
usefully presented, I think, in anecdotal form; in subsequent pages I shall 
present a more formal and methodological account of the issues and of the 
cultural interpretations and politics that follow. 

A few years ago I had a chance encounter with an Arab Christian clergy- 
man who had come to the United States, he told me, on an exceedingly 
urgent and unpleasant mission. As I myself happened to be a member by 
birth of the small but significant minority he served — Arab Christian Protes- 
tants— I was most interested in what he had to say. Since the 1860s there has 
been a Protestant community comprising a few sects scattered throughout 
the Levant, largely the result of the imperial competition for converts and 
constituents in the Ottoman Empire, principally in Syria, Lebanon, and 
Palestine In time of course these congregations— Presbyterian, Evangelical 
Episcopalian, Baptist, among others— acquired their own identities and tra- 
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ditions, their own institutions, all of which without exception played an 
honora ble role during the period of the Arab Renaissance. 

Roughly no years later, however, the very same European and American 
synods and churches who had authorized and indeed sustained the early 
missionary efforts appeared, quite without warning, to be reconsidering the 
matter. It had become clear to them that Eastern Christianity was really 
consti tuted by the Greek Orthodox Church (f rom which, it should be noted, 
the overwhelming majority of Levantine converts to Protestantism came: the 
nineteenth-century Christian missionaries were totally unsuccessful in con- 
verting either Muslims or Jews). Now, in the 1980s, the Western principals 
of the Arab Protestant communities were encouraging their acolytes to 
return to the Orthodox fold. There was talk of withdrawing financial sup- 


p ort, of disbanding the churches and scho ols, or canceiun.g Jne wnoLe^imnR 
iq_ a sense. The missionary authorities had made a mistake one hundred 
years ago in severing Eastern Christians from the main church. Now they 
should go back. 

To my clergyman friend this was a truly drastic eventuality; were it not 
for the genuinely aggrieved sensibility involved, one might have considered 
the whole matter merely a cruel j oke. W hat struck me most strongly, 
however, was the way in which my friend put his argument. This was what 
he was in America to say to his ecclesiastical principals: h e c ould understand 
the new doctrinal point being put forward. th aLmodefn ecumemsin-ought 
g enerally to g o in the direction of dissolving srnall sects and preserving the 
dominant community, ratKeFtffan encouraging these sects to remain inde- 
pendent from the mairTchurch. That you could discuss. But what seemed 
horrendously imperialist and entirely of the realm of power politics was, he 
s aid, the total dlsreg ard~with which over a century of Arab Protestant 
experience was simply scratched off as if it had never happened. They do 
not seem to realize, my gravely affected friend told me, that while once we 
were their converts and students, we have in fact been thfi r^artnersfo r well 
over a century. We have trusted them and our own experience. We have 
developed our own integrity and lived our own Arab Protestant identity 
within our sphere, but als o spiritually within theirs. H ow do they expect us 
to efface our modern history, which is an autonomous one? How can they 
say that the mistake they made a century ago can be rectified today by a 
stroke of the pen in New York or London? 

One should note that this touching story concerns an experience of 
imperialism that is essentially one of sympathy and congruence, not of 
antagonism, resentment, or resistance. The appeal by one of the parties was 
to- t he value of a mu tual experience. True, there had once been a principal 
and a subordinate, but there had also been dialogue and communication. 
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One can see in the story, I think, the power to give or withhold attention, 

a essential to interpSationaodl^ 

argument made by the Western missionary authorities was that the Arabs 
had gotten something valuable out of what had been given them, but in this 
relationship of historical dependence and subordination, all the giving went 
on e way, the value was mainly on o ne side. Mutuality was’cohsidHednroT ifr 
basica lly impossible. 

THislsaparable about the area of attention, greater or lesser in size, more 
or less equal in value and quality, that is fiirnished for interpretation by the 
post-imperial situation. 

The second general point I want to make can also be made by example. 
One of the canonical topics of modern intellectual history has been the 
^^gjgEggSLofd ominant discourses and disciplinary traditions in the main 
%Ml.^£-?£iji!j^figi_social^ndj£uiEttra.l inquiry. Without exceptions I know 
of, the paradigms for this topic have been drawn from what are considered 
exclusively Western sources. Foucault’s work is one instance and so, in 
another domain, is Raymond Williams’s. In the main I am in considerable 
sympathy with the genealogical discoveries of these two formidable scholars, 
and greatly indebted to them. Yet for both the imperial experience is rpiir>» 
irrelevant, a theoret ical o versightYhat is the norm in Western cultural and 
icienfffiraiSEiplmes except in occasional studies of the history of anthropol- 
ogy— like Johannes Fabian’s Time and the Other and Talal Asad’s Anthropology 
and the Colonial Encounter-— ox the development of sociology, such as Brian 
Turner’s Marx and the End of Orientalism .* 1 Part of the impulse behind what 
I tried to do in my book Orientalism was to show the dependence of what 
appeared to be detached and apolitical cultural disciplines upon a quite 
sordid history of imperialist ideology and colonialist practice. 

But I will confess that I was also consciously trying to express dissatisfac- 
tion at the consolidated walls of denial that had been built around policy 
studies passing themselves off as uncontroversial, essentially pragmatic 
scholarly enterprises. Whatever effect my book achieved would not have 
occurred had there not also been some readiness on the part of a younger 
generation of scholars, in the West and in the formerly colonized world, to 
take a fresh look at their collective histories. Despite the acrimony and 
recriminations that followed their efforts, many important revisionary works 
have appeared. (Actually, they started to appear as early as one hundred 
years ago, during the resistance to empire all through the non-Western 
world.) Many of these more recent works, which I discuss elsewhere in this 
book, are valuable because they get beyond the reified polarities of East 
versus West, and in an intelligent and concrete way attempt to understand 
the heterogenous and often odd developments that used to elude the so- 
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j called world historians as well as the colonial Orientalists, who have tended 
to herd immense amounts of material under simple and all-encompassing 
ruWicsr-dExamples worth mentioning include Peter Gran’s study on the 
Islamic roots of modern capitalism in Egypt, Judith Tucker’s research on 
Egyptian family and village structure under the influence of imperialism, 
Hanna Batatu’s monumental work on the formation of modern state institu- 
tions in the Arab world, and S. H. Alatas’s great study The M yth of the Lazy 
Native .* 2 

^“iferfew works have dealt with the more complex genealogy of contempo- 
rary culture and ideology. One notable effort has been the recendy pub- 
lished work of a Columbia doctoral student from India, a trained scholar and 
' teacher of English literature whose historical and cultural research has, I 
think, uncovered the politicalorigins of modern English studie s and located 
them to a significant exte nt in the s y s tem of colonial educat i oa i m ftQSai-Qlx. 
natives in nineteenth-century India. A great deal about Gauri Viswanathan’s 
work, The Masks of Conquest, has unusual interest, but her central point 
alone is important: that what has conventionally been thought of as a disci- 
pline created entirely by and for British youth was first created by early- 
nineteenth-century colonial administrators for the ideological pacification 
and re-formation of a potentially rebellious Indian population, a nd the n 
i mported into End and , for a very different but related use there. 43 The 
evidence, I think, is incontrovertible and free.from .ffnatmsm^n especially 
besetting hobble of most post-colonial work. Most important, though, this 
kind of study maps out a varied and intertwined archeology for knowledge 
whose actualities lie considerably below the surface hitherto assumed to 
be the true locus, and textuality, of what we study as literature, history, cul- 
ture, and philosophy. The implications are vast, and they pull us away 
from routinized polemics on the superiority of Western over non-Western 
models. 

There is no way of dodging the truth that the present ideological and 
political moment is a difficult one for the alternative norms for intellectual 
work that I propose in this book. There is also no escape from the pressing 
and urgent calls many of us are likely to respond to from embattled causes 
and turbulent fields of battle. The ones that involve me as an Arab are, alas, 
perfect cases in point, and they are exacerbated by pressures exerted on me 
as an American. Nevertheless, a resistant, perhaps ultimately su bjective, 
i component of oppositional energy resides in the intellectual or criti cal 

voca ti on its elf, and one has to rely on mobilizing this, particularly when 
j collective passions seem mostly harnessed to movements for patriotic domi- 

| nation and nationalist coercion, even in studies and disciplines that claim to 
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be humanistic. In standing up to and challenging their power, we should try 
to enlist what we can truly comprehend of other cultures and periods. 

or the trained scholar of cogiBaiaOVClitsmuffi, a field whose origin and 
purpose is to move beyond insularityatjd-prowincialism and to see several 
cultures and literatures together, C pntrapu ntafc there is an already consid- 
erable investment in precisely this kind of antidote to reductive nationalism 
nd uncritical dogma: after all, the constitution and early aims of compara- 
tive literature were to get a perspective beyond one’s own nation, to see 
ome sort of whole instead of the defensive little patch offered by one’s own 
culture, literature, and history. I suggest that we look first at what compara- 
tive literature originally was, as vision and as practice; ironically, as we shall 
see, the study of comparative literature” originated in the period of high 
European imperialism and is irredisably linked to it. Then we can draw out 
of comparative literature’s subsequent trajectory a better sense of what it can 
do in modern culture and politics, which imperialism continues to influence. 


( v ) 

Connecting Empire to Secular Interpretation 

P r °™. l0ng f before World War Two until the early 1970s, the main 
J- tradition of comparative-literature studies in Europe and the United 
States was heavily dominated by a style of scholarship that has now almost 
disappeared. The main feature of this older style was that it wa^scholarshio 
principally, and not what we have come to call criticism. No one rodaTis 
J^reTxich._Auerbach a nd Leo Spitzer, tw o of th e great German 

inth eUnkecrSfates as are^l rnffa^TL:. 
is as much a quantitative as a qualitative fact. Whereas today’s comparatist 
will present his or her qualifications in Romanticism between i m and 1810 
in France, England and Germany, yesterday’s comparatist was more likely 
rst, to av&.studied_aiLsailier period; second, to havedone a long aunren- 
l^logicajjm^ scholarly_expensj^va:^us uniygpi- 
years; third. to have a secure grounding in 

The early-twentieth-century 

who, as Francis Fergusson put it in a review of Auerbach’s MimesisSmr so 
learned and had so much stamina as to make “our most intransigent ‘schol- 


KURF:Karachi University Research Forum 



w.facebook^om/kurf.h 


OVERLAPPING TERRITORIES 


ars’ — those who pretend with the straightest faces to scientific rigor and 
exhaustiveness — [appear to be] timid and relaxed.” 44 

Behind such scholars was an even longer tradition o f humanktki sa rnm g - 
that derived from that efflorescence of secu lar_aathropology — which in- 
cluded a revolution in the philological disciplines — we associate with the 
late eighteenth century and with such figures as Vico, Herder, Rousseau, and , 
the brothers Schlegel. And underlying the ir work was the belief that m anki nd 
formed a marvelous, almost^syfnphomc whole whose pr og r ess and forma - l 
tionsr agaln as a^whol e. cbul tt be studied exclusively as a concer te d a nd 
go rnlar historical experience, not a s an exem plifi cati on of th e d i vi ne. Be- 
cause “ man” has made history, there was a special hermeneutical way of 
studying history that differed in intent as well as method from the natural 
sciences. These great Enlightenment insights became widespread, and were 
accepted in Germany, France, Italy, Russia, Switzerland, and subsequently, 
England. 

It is not a vulgarization of history to remark that a major reason why such 
a view of human culture became current in Europe and America in several 
different forms during the two centuries between 1745 and 1945 was the 
s triking rise of nationalis m during the same period. The interrelationships 
between scholarship (or literature, for that matter) and the institutions of 
nationalism have not been as seriously studied as they should, but it is 
nevertheless evident that when most European. t h inkers celebrated huma n- j 

fry o r cultu re .thev-Avere..pxin.c.ipaJly... c elebrating,ide-as-aud values-they as- jj 


heir own n atio 




Af rica, and even the America s. What partly animated my study of Oriental- 
ism was my critique of the way in which the alleged universalism of fields 
such as the classics (not to mention historiography, anthropology, and soci- 
ology) was Eurocentric in the extreme, as if other literatures and societies 
had either an inferior or a transcended value. (Even the comparatists trained 
in the dignified tradition that produced Curtius and Auerbach showed little 
interest in Asian, African, or Latin American texts.) And as the national and' 
international competition between European countries increased during the 
nineteenth century, so too did the level of intensity in competition between 
one national scholarly interpretative tradition and another. Ernest Renan’s 
polemics on Germany and the Jewish tradition are a well-known example 
of this. 

Yet this narrow, often strident nationalism was in fact counteracted by a 
m ore ge nerous cultural vision represented by the intellectual ancestors of 
Curtius and Auerbach, scholars whose ideas emerged in pre-imperial Ger- 
many (perhaps as compensation for the political unification eluding the 
country), and, a little later, in France. These thinkers took nationalism to 
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be a transitory, finally secondary matter: what mattered far more was the 
concert of peoples and spirits that transcended the shabby political realm 
of bureaucracy, armies, customs barriers, and xenophobia. Out of thi s catho- 
lic tradition , to which European (as opposed to national) thinkers appealed 
in times of severe conflict, came the idea that the comparativ e stud y of 
literature could furnish a tr an s-national , even trans-human perspective on 
^H^E^Y-RSlformance. Thus the idea of comparative literature not only 
expressed universality and the kind of understanding gained by philologists 
about language families, but also symbolized the crisis-free serenity of an 
almost ideal realm. Standing above small-minded political affairs were both 
3 anthropologi cal Eden in^ which men and women happily produced 

something . called literature, and a world that Matthew Arnold-and his 
disciples designated as that of “culture,” where only “the best that is thought 
and known” could be admitted. 

v-GoejWsjdfia-tjf-H^ concept that waffled between the notion 

of “great books” and a vague synthesis of all the world’s literatures— was 
very important to professional scholars of comparative literature in the early 
twentieth century. But still, as I have suggested, its practical meaning and 
operating ideology were that, so far as literature and culture were con- 
cerned > 5 ur °P e ledthgwa y and was the main subject of inte rest. In the world 
of great scholars such as Karl V ossler and De Sanctis, it is most specifically 
Romania that makes intelligible and provides a center for the enormous 
grouping of literatures produced world-wide; Romania underpins Europe, 
just as (in a curiously regressive way) the Church and the Holy Roman 
Empire guarantee the integrity of the core European literatures. At a still 
deeper level, it is from the Christian Incarnation that Western realistic 
literature as we know it emerges. This tenaciously advanced thesis ex- 
P lamed Da nte's supre m e impor tance to Auerbach, Curtius, Vossler, and 
Spitzer. 

To speak of comparative literature therefore was to speak of the interac- 
tion of world literatures with one another, but the field was epistemologi- 
cally organized as ^ sort pf hierarchy, with Europe and its Latin Christian 
literatures at its center'and top. When Auerbach, in a justly famous essay 
entitled “Philologie der Weltliteratur" written after World War Two, takes 
note of how many “other” literary languages and literatures seemed to have 
emerged (asJ£fenv^wtee; he makes no mention of either colonialism or 
decolonization), he expresses more anguish and fear than pleasure at the 
prospect of what he seems so reluctant to acknowledge. Romania is under 
threat. 45 ' 1 


Certainly Amgri can practitioners and academic departments found this 
Eu ropean pattern a congenial one to emulate. The first Ameriran d P p a rf- 
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ment of comparative literature was established in 1891 at Columbia Univer- 
sity, as was the first journal of comparative literature. Consider what George 
Edward Woodberry — the department’s first chaired professor — had to say 
about his field: 

The parts of the world dra w together, and with them the parts of 
knowledge, slowly knitting into that one intellectual state which^abovf? 
the sphere of politics and with no more institutional machinery than 
tribunals of jurists and congresses of gentlemen, will be at last the true 
bond of all the world. The modem scholar shares more than other 
citizens in the benefits of this enlargement and intercommunication, 
this a ge equally of expansion and concentration on the vast scale, this 
infinitely extended and intimate commingling of nations with one 
another and with the past; his ordinary mental experience includes 
more of race- memory and of race-imagination than b elonged to his 
pwWpssnrs. a nd his outlook before a nd after is on greater horizon s ; he 
lives in a larger world^— is, in fact, born no longer to the freedom of a 
city merely, however noble, but to that new citizenship in the rising 
state which— the obscurer or brighter dream of all great scholars from 
Plato to Goethe — is without frontiers or race or force, but there is __ 
rea_son3ipieme..TTe emergence and growth of the new study known 
as Comparative Literature are_. incid ental-to the coming of this larger 
world and the entrance of scholars upon its work: the study will ran its 
course, and together with other converging elements goes to its goal in 
the unity of mankind found in the spiritual unities of science, art and 
love. 46 

Such rhetoric uncomplicatedly and naively resonates with the influence of 
Croce and De Sanctis, and also with the earlier ideas of Wilhelm von 
Humboldt. But there is a certain quaintness in Woodberry’s “tribunals of 
jurists and congresses of gentlemen,” more than a little belied by the actuali- 
ties of life in the “larger world” he speaks of. In a time of the greatest 
Western imperial hegemony in history, Woodberr.y.manage5^tQ-OV£rlook 
that dominating form of p olitic al u n ity in order to celebrate a st iU . higher, 
strictly ideal unity. He is unclear about how “the spiritual unities of science, 
art and love* are to deal with less pleasant realities, much less how “spiritual 
unities” can be expected to overcome the facts of materiality, power, and 
political division. 

Academic work in comparative literature carried with it the notion that 
Europe and the United State s together were the center of the worl d, not 
simply by virtue of their political positions, but also becauselheirlifeFatures 


p'| j jta ^-^.1 j£ ila. 
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were the ones most worth studying. When Europe succumbed to fascism and 
when the United States benefitted so richly from the many emigre scholars 
who came to it, understandably little of their sense of crisis took root with 
them. Mimesis, for example, written while Auerbach was in exile from Nazi 

Europe in Istanbul, was not simply an exercise in textual explication, but 

he says in his 1952 essay to which I have just referred— an act of civiliz’ational 
, SBiaLfr had-seemgdjo Jhimj hat his m ission as a compaFSif wIs to 
present^^jeibips^for the Jast_ tmiejjthe complex evolution of Eurobean 
literature in all its variety from Homer to V irginia Woolf Curtih^ h^ nn 
the Latin MiddleAges was composed outofthesame^riven fear. Yet how 
little of that spirit survived in the thousands of academic literary scholars 
who were influenced by these two books! Mimesis was praised for being a 
remarkable work of rich analysis, but the sense of its mission died in the 
often trivial uses made of it. 47 Finally in the late 1970s Sputnik came along 
and transformed the study of foreign languages — and of comparative litera- 
ture— into fields diracriy^affecti The National Defense 

Education Act 48 promoted the field and, with it, alas, an even more compla- 
cent ethnocentrism and covert Cold Warriorism than Woodberry could 
have imagined. 

As Mimesis immediately reveals, however, the notion of Western litera- 
rare that lies at the very core of comparative study centrally highlights 
dramatizes, and celebrates j certain idea of histor y, and jn the same time 
°£ s g r gj ^ geogra phical and political reallt^^ 

jbfpdea^The idea of European or Western literary history contained in it 
and the other scholarly works of comparative literature is essentially idealis- 
tic aal in ^ Hegelian. Thus the principle of develop- ' 

ment by which Romania is said to have acquired dominance is incorporative 
and synthetic. More and more reality is included in a literature that expands 
and elaborates from the medieval chronicles to the great edifices of nine- 
teenth-century narrative fiction— in the works of Stendhal, Balzac, Zola, 

Dickens, Proust Eachjvor^ a sy ^ 4 ds_o£ 

Pgbjgmatic eleme n t s that disturb t h e basic Chri stian »«)«■ m e m or ably 
Jjjd oat in jfa fcJiig fgcfiiage^Cla^ political upheavals, shifts in economic 
patterns and organization, war: all these subjects, for great authors like 
Cervantes, Shakespeare, Montaigne, as well as for a host of lesser writers, are 
enfolded within recurring]y_renewed structures, visions, stabilities all of 
^em attes^ojheaMdingdialectical ord^representedbylraxm^kself 


The salutary vision of a “world literature” that acquired a redemptive 
status in the twentieth century coincides with what theorists of colonial 
geography also articulated. In the writings of Halford Mackinder, George 
Chisolm, Georges Hardy, Leroy-Beaulieu, and Lucien Fevre, a much 
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franker appraisal of the world system appears, equally n^trQcentric_and 
imperial; but instead of history alone, now both empire and actual geograph- 


icaypacg CQllal?orate.to prodHC g a world-em pire-xommanded by Europe, 
But in this geographically articulated vision (much of it based, as Paul Carter 
shows in The Road to Botany Bay, on the cartographic results of actual geo- 
graphical exploration and conquest) there is no less strong a commitment to 
the belief that European pre-eminence is natural, the culmination of what 
Chisolm calls various “historical advantages” that allowed Europe to over- 
ride the “natural* advantages” of the more fertile, wealthy, and accessible 
regions it controlled. 49 Fevre’s La Terre et revolution humaine (1922), a vigorous 
and integral encyclopedia, matches Woodberry for its scope and utopianism. 

To their audience in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the 
great geographical synthesizers offered technical explanations for ready 
political actualities. Europe did command the world; the imperial map did 
license the cultural vision. To us, a century later, the coincidence or 
similarity between one vision of a world system and the other, between 
geography and literary history, seems interesting but problematic. What 
should we do with this similarity? 

First of all, I believe, it needs arti culation and a ctivation, which can only 
come about if we take serious account of the present, and notably of the 
dismantling of the classical empires and the new independence of dozens of 
formerly colonized peoples and territories. We need to see that t he contem - 
porary globjd netting — ove rla pp i ng terr ito rie s, i ntertwine d histories— was 
already prefig ured and inscribed in the coinciden ces and convergences 
among geography, cultu re, and histor y that were so important to the pio- 
neers of comparative literature. Then we can grasp in a new and more 
dynamic way both the idealist historicism which fuelled the comparatist 
“world literature” scheme and the concretely imperial world map of the 
same moment. 

But that cannot be done without accepting th^t what is common to both 
is an elaboration of powe r The genuinely profound scholarship of the 
people who believed in and practiced Weltliteratur implied t he extraordinary 
privilege of an obser ver locate dj.iL.thfi.. West who could ac tually survey the 
world’s literary o utP.ut.wi th a kind of s overeign detachmen t. Orientalists and 
other specialists about the non-European world — anthropologists, histori- 
ans, philologists — had that power, and, as 1 have tried to show elsewhere, it 
often went hand in glove with a consciously undertaken imperial enterprise. 
We must aratufate these various sovereign dispositions and see their com- 
mon methodology. 

An explicitly geographical model is provided in Gramsci’s essay Some 
AspectsjifjJi^^0tkmt.:^estion:-\hidei-Tead and under-analyzed, this study is" 
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the only sustained piece of political and cultural analysis Gramsci wrote 
(a though he never finished it); it addresses the geographical conundrum 
P° se( !.f )r a 5 i on and anal 7 sis b y hi s comrades astohow to thinkahontpl^ 
l^^d^dysquthernitaly, given thatit SjS qcial disintegration made it 
; nC0 ^P. r 1 eh f nsible y et paradoxically crucial to an understanding nfrb, 
Gmmsa’s ^nmiS anaiysiT^Tthbk, beyond itsl^ti«l relevance to 
talian politics in 1926, for it provides a culmination to his journalism before 
19*6 and also a prelude to The Prison Notebooks, in which he gave as his 
towering counterpart Lukacs did not, paramount focus to the territorial 
spatial, geographical foundations of social life. 

Lukacs belongs to the Hegelian tradition of Marxism, Gramsci to a 
Vichian, Crocean departure from it. For Lukacs the central problematic in 
his major work through History and Class Consciousness (1923) is temporality 
for Gramsci, as even a cursory examination of his conceptual vocabulary 
immediately reveals, social history and actuality are grasped in geogr aph ical 
jerms-such words as “terrain,” “territory,” “blocks,” and “regiot^ST 
nate. tn The Southern Question, Gramsci not only is at pains to show that the 
divismn between the northern and southern regions of Italy is basic to the 
challgngedF what to do politica ll y about the Rational workinild^ili^. 
^entayamo ment of imp asse, but also is fastidious in describing th e peculiar 
top o gjgphy^fjh^south , remarkable, as he says, for the striking contrast 
between the large undifferentiated mass of peasants on the one hand, and the 
presence of “big” landowners, important publishing houses, and distin- 
guished cultural formations on the other. Croce himself, a most impressive 
and notable figure in Italy, is seen by Gramsci with characteristic shrewdness 
3S a s — -bern-piuLosopher w ho finds it easier to relate to Eur ope and to Plato 
lb. an - to bis ow n crumbling meridional environment. ' 

The problem therefore is how to connect the south, whose poverty and 
vast labor pool are inertly vulnerable to northern economic policies and 
powers, .wu;h a nqrthj;hat is depend_en t on it. Gramsci formulates the answer 
in ways that forecast his celebrated animadversions on the intellectual in the 
Quaderni: he considers Piero Gobetti, who as an intellectual understood the 
need for connecting the northern proletariat with the southern peasantry, a 
strategy that stood in stark contrast with the careers of Croce and Guistino 
Fortunato, and who linked north and south by virtue of his capacity for 
organizing culture. H^ s w or k _ “ppsed the S fflnhem guestio n on a ter rain 
,^~^-^ sn> ~^e-fi^diriQnal_gngJ which regarded the sout h simply as a 
^y_ag^gign of_Italy]_ by introducing into it the proletariat of ie 
NoQ!L_ But this introductiSiT^^reT^ir, Gramsci continues, unless 
one remembered that intellectual work is slower, works according to more 
extended calendars than that of any other social group. Culture cannot be 
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looked at as an immediate fact but has to be seen (as he was to say in the 
Quademi) sub spetde ^etemjtM iLj^tich time elapses before new cultural for- 
mations emerge, and intellectuals, who depend on long years of preparation, 
action, and tradition, are necessary to the process. 

Gramsci also understands that in the extended time span during which 
the coral-like formation of a culture occurs, one needs “breaks of an organic 
kind.” Gobetti represents one such break, a fissure that opened up within the 
cultural structures that supported and occluded the north-south discrepancy 
for so long in Italian history. Gramsci regards Gobetti with evident warmth, 
appreciation, and cordiality as an individual, but his political and social 
significance for Gramsci’s analysis of the southern question — and it is appro- 
priate that the unfinished essay ends abruptly with this consideration of 
Gobetti — is that hea ccentuates ... the need for a social forma donto develop. 
elaborate, build upon the break institu ted^ his work, and b y his insistence 
that intellectual effort itsel f furnishes the link between disparate, ap parently 
autono mous region s ,ofJiumanJiis«ffy, 

What we might call the Gobetti factor functions like an animating con- 
nective that expresses and represents the relationship between the develop- 
ment of comparative literature and the emergence of imperial geography, 
and does so dynamically and organically. To s ay o f both discourses merely 
that they are imperialist is to say little about where andhojv they take place. 
Above all it leaves out what makes it possibleTor us to articulate them 
together, as an ensemble, as having a relationship that is more than coinciden- 
tal, conjunctural, mechanical. For this we must look at the domination of the 
non-European world from the perspective of a resisting, gradually more and 
more challenging alternative. 

Without significant exception the universalizing discourses of moder n 
F.urooe and the United States assume_thfi^enc£i,willing or otherwise...o£the 


n nn-F.nmppan world. There is g icorpor ajiuBT; there is^ inclusi on^there is 
direct rulejj:here is.coerciorL But there is only infrequently an acknowledge- 
menFtKat the colomzSti"people should be heard from, their ideas known. 

It is possible to argue that, the continued production and interpretation of 
Western culture itself made exactly the same assumption well on into the 
twentieth century, even as political resistance grew to the West’s power in 
the “peripheral” world. Because of that, and because of where it led, it 
becomes possible now to reinterpret the Western cultural archive as if 
fractured geographically by the activated irngerial. divide, jo-do-a-rather 
differe nt kind of readmg.and interpretation. ln the first place, the history of 
fields like comparative literature, English studies, cultural analysis, anthro- 
pology can be seen as affiliated with the empire and, in a manner of speaking, 
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even contributing to its methods for maintaining Western ascendancy over 
non- Western natives, especially if we are aware of the spatial consciousness 
exemplified in Gramsci’s “southern question.” And in the second place our 
interpretative change of perspective allows us to challenge the sovereign and 
unchallenged authority of the allegedly detached Western observer. 

Western cultural forms can be taken out of the autonomous enclosures in 
which they have been protected, and placed instead in the dynamic global 
environment created by imperialism, itself revised as an ongoing contest 
b etween n orth a nd south, metropolis and periphery, white and na tive. We 
may thus consider imperialism as a process occurring as part of the metro- 
politan culture, which at times acknowledges, at other rimes obschres the 
sustained business of the empire itself. The important point — a very Grams- 
cian one — is how the national British, French, and American cultures main- 
tained hegemony over the peripheries. How within them was consent gained 
and continuously consolidated for the distant rule of native peoples and 
territories? 

As we look back at the cultural archive, w e begin to reread it not univo - 
cally b ut contrapuntally, with a simultan eous...a. wareness bo t h of the metropol i- 
tan-hi story that is narrated a nd of those other histories ag ai nst which (and 
togglfi&Lwith which) th e dom inating dis course acts. In the counterpoint of 
Western classical music, various themes play off one another, with only a 
provisional privilege being given to any particular one; yet in the resulting 
polyphony there is concert and order, an organized interplay that derives 
from the themes, not from a rigorous melodic or formal principle outside the 
I work. In the same way, I believe, we can read and interpret English novels, 
for example, whose engagement (usually suppressed for the most part) with 
the West Indies or India, say, is shaped and perhaps even determined by the 
specific history of colonization, resistance, and finally native nationalism. At 
this point alternative or new narratives emerge, and they become institu- 
tionalized or discursively stable entities. 

It should be evident that no one overarching theoretical principle governs 
the whole imperialist ensemble, and it should be just as evident that the 
pr inciple of domination and resistance based on th e division between the 
West and the rest of the woj-ld — to adapt freely from the African critic 
Chinweizu — r uns like a fissure t hroughout. That fissure affected all the 
many local engagements, overlappings, interdependencies in Africa, India, 
and elsewhere in the peripheries, each different, each with its own density 
of associations and forms, its own motifs, works, institutions, and — most 
important from our point of view as rereaders — it s own possibilities and 
conditions of knowledge. For each locale in which the engagement occurs, 


KURF:Karachi University Research Forum 



wwW.facebook.c^fn/kurf.ku 


OVERLAPPING TERRITORIES 


and the imperialist model is d isassembled, its incorporative, uni versa 


; codes rendered ineffective and inapplicable, a i 


ot researci 


An example of the new knowledge would be the study of Orientalism or 
Africanism and, to take a related set, the study of Englishness and French- 
ness. These identities are today analyzed not as god-given essences, but as 
results of collaboration between African history and the study of Africa in 
England, for instance, or between the study of French history and the 
reorganization off knowledge during the First Empire. In an important sense, 
we are dealing with the formation of cultural identities understood not as 


essentializations (althous 


Dart of their enduring 


ig appeal is that they seem 
but as contrapuntal ensem- 


without an 


and are considered to be like essentializations) .but as contrapuntal ens em- 
bles, for iiJs-the-case-tha t no identity can ever exist by itself an d without an 
. array of oppo sites, negatives, oppositions: Greeks always require barbarians, 
and Europeans Africans, Orientals, etc. The opposite is certainly true as 
well. Even the mammoth engagements in our own time over such essentiali- 
zations as “Islam,” the “West,” the “Orient,” “Japan,” or “Europe” admit to 
a particular knowledge and structures of attitude and reference, and those 
require careful analysis and research. 

If one studies some of the major metropolitan cultures — England’s, 
France’s and the United States’, for instance — in the geographical context of 
their struggles for (and over) empires, a distinctive cultural topograph y 
becomes apparent. In using the phrase “structures of attitude and reference” 
I have this topography in mind, as I also have in mind Raymond Williams’s 
seminal phrase “structures of feeling.” I am talking about t he way in which 
structures ofjocatign and geographical reference appear irTthe cultural" 


, sometimes allusively and 
ividual w orks that are(not / 


sometimes carefully plotted, across several individual w orks that are (not ., 
otherwise connected to on e, another or to an official ideology of “empire. ’ 
In British culture, for instance, one may discover a c onsistency of concern 
in Spenser, Shakespeare, Defoe, and Austen that fixes socially desirable, 
empowered space in metropolitan England or Europe and connects it by 
design, motive, and development to distant or peripheral worlds (Ireland, 
Venice, Africa, Jamaica), conceived of as desirable but subordinate. And with 
these meticulously maintained references come attitudes — about rule, con- 
trol, profit and enhancement and suitability — that grow with astonishing 
power from the seventeenth to the end of the nineteenth century. These 
structures do not arise from some pre-existing (semi-conspiratorial) design 
that the writers then manipulate, but are bound up with the development of 
Blitain’ js-cultural identity, as that identity im agiiies-itse.lf in-a-fxeograpliical 1 v 
conceived world. Similar structures may be remarked in French and Ameri- 

jl jj (jjSajll jb 


E mp i« ««r COm ^ 

c . he y accompany such enterprise „„ ,„u rh r • conquest, or whether 

at the astonl^HIn^frequen - 1 • 8 e where we must look 

«m cultures that most I" "* 

of this book I explore this ,„d advance^he" SeC ” d 

To the best of mv ability m a a ar £ uments about it 

of attitude and reference,” th ere was scLZ ^ “ StrUCtures 

demurral from them* tk^r * Xdjssgn^ a n y departur e, any 

Britain— France and the United States l a l • Y t0 P ut K ln about 
could only be understood as surh^dr ’ V ° Wn British 

the metropobtau culture that h.v' “ ’’“(T emba ™ si ”S *at sectors of 
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sus. Withftw excepjr To ”1 .' n8 ° f “P'™! consen- 

Pe nt waTpro-empire And wbilZT~~~f as the working-class move- 
tha, different •> chow 


thap different-imaginations, sen sibilities ideas, 
work, and that each work of literature or an 


> philosop h ies were at 
Jfegr e was v irtual 


[nain'tamed.’ 005 ^ ™ cm pire must be maintained, and it mr 
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• ; -- «-* resi stance that occurred everywhere 
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to see how obsolete are the ^ ? Y nghtS ln the West - 

how ,hese - 
now patiently the idea of an unencumbered English culture, 
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for example, acquired its authority and its power to impose itself across the 
seas. This is a tremendous task for any individual, but a whole new genera- 
tion of scholars and intellectuals from the Third World is engaged on just 
such an undertaking. 

Here a word of caution and prudence is required. One theme I take up 
is the u ueasy rel ationship bet ween nationa lis m and liberatio n, two ideals or 
goals forpeople engaged against imperialism. In the main it is true that the 
creation of very many newly independent nation-states in the post-colonial 
world has succeeded in re-establishingthe primacy of w hat have been called 


inea comma 
Conor Cruise < 








eqs hrined in various state na tionalisms. Nevertheless in general there is an 
oppositional quality to the consaousnesTof many Third World scholars and 
intellectuals, particularly (but not exclusively) those who are exiles, expatri- 
ates. or refugees and immig rantsin the West, many of them inheritors of the 
work done by earlier twentieth-century expatriates like George Antonius 
and C.L.R. James. Their work in trying to connect experiences across the 
imperial divide, in re-examining the great canons, in producing what in 
effect is a critical literature cannot be, and generally has not been, co-opted 
by the resurgent nationalisms, despotisms, and ungenerous ideologies that 
betrayed the liberationist ideal in favor of the nationalist independence 
actuality. 

Moreover their work should be seen as sharing important concerns wi th 
minority and “suppressed” voices within t he metropolis itself, feminists, 
A frican-American writers, intellectuals, artists, amongothe^ 
vigilance and self-criticism are crucial, since therelTanlnEerent danger to 
OBpositi onaLeffert of be coming insti mflQnalized. marginality turning into 
separatism, and resistance hardening into dogma. Surely the activism that 
reposits and reformulates the political challenges in intellectual life is safe- 
guarded against orthodoxy. But there is always a need to ke e p community 
before coercion, criticism before mere solidarity, and vigilance ahead of 
a^seffC " ~ ~~~ “ — ~ “ 

Since my themes here are a sort of sequel to Orientalism, which like this 
book was written in the United States, some consideration of America’s 
cultural and political environment is warranted. Th e. ITnir^H S tare s i<= n<-> 
o rdinary large country. The U nited States is the last superpower, an e n or- 


thejcadfiLCitizens and intellectuals of the United States have a particular 
responsibility for what goes on between the United States and the rest of the 
world, a responsibility that is in no way discharged or fulfilled by saying that 
the Soviet Union, Britain, France, or China were, or are, worse. The fact is 
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that we..iire..indeed responsible fQr, and therefore more capable of, influenc- 
i3gji£MC0ungg_in ways that we were not for the pre-Gorbachev Soviet 
Union, or other countries. So we should first take scrupulous note of how in 
Central and Latin America— to mention the most obvious— as well as in the 
Middle East, Africa, and Asia, the United States has replaced the great 
earlier empires and is the domin anLouts ide forc e. 

Looked at honestly, t he recor d is not a good one. United States military 
interventions since World WarTwoha^ (and are still occurring) 

on nearly every continent, many of great complexity and extent, with 
tremendous national investment, as we are now only beginning to under- 
stand. All of this is, in William Appleman Williams’s phrase, cmpireaga way 
^jnTj&^Ihe continuing disclosures about the war in VietnamTa^flte' 
United States’ support of “contras” in Nicaragua, about the crisis in the 
Persian Gulf, are only pan of the story of this complex of interventions. 
Insufficient attention is paid to the fact that United States Middle Eastern 
and Central American policies— whether exploiting a geo-political opening 
among Iranian so-called moderates, or aiding the so-called Contra Freedom 
Fighters in overthrowing the elected, legal government of Nicaragua, or 
coming to the aid of the Saudi and Kuwaiti royal families — can only be 
d gscribed as imperial ist. “—* — — — 

Even if we were to allow, as many have, that United States foreign policy 
is principally altruistic and dedicated to such unimpeachable goals as free- 
dom and democracy, t here is consi derable room for skepticism. The rele- 
vance of T. S. Eliot’s remarks in “Traditionand the IndividuarT3fent” about 
the historical sense are demonstrably important. Ar^wS>hot as a nation 
repeating what France and Britain, Spain and Portugal, Holland and Ger- 
many, did befor^us^nd yet do we not tend to regard ou rselves as somehow 

exer^tjrqm jhe^ pxfiC&ded ou rs? 

Besides, is there not an unquestioned assumption on our part rhar nnr 
destiny_j£_j&_jji^^ world, a destiny that we have assigned 

ourselves as part of our errand into the wilderness? 

In short, we face as a nation the deep, profoundly perturbed and perturb- 
ing question of oqt ^ a ^i& ^atfafia-othef cultures, states, histories, 
experiences, traditions, peoples, and destinies. There is no Archimedean 
point beyond the question from which to answer it; there is no vantage 
outside the actuality of relationships among cultures, among unequal impe- 
rial and non-imperial powers, among us and others; no one has the episte- 
mological privilege of somehow judging, evaluating, and interpreting the 
world free from the encumbering interests and engagements of the ongoing 
relationships themselves. W e are, so m cppafr ^fthe connections , not onty ide 
and beyond them. And it behooves us as intellectuals and humanists and 
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secular critics to understand the United States in the world of nations and 
power from within the actuality, as participants in it. not detached outside 
obs ervers who, l ike Oliver Goldsmith, in Yeats’s perfect phrase, deliberately 
sip at the honeypots of our minds. 

Contemporary travails in recent European and American anthropology 
reflect these conundrums and embroilments in a symptomatic and interest- 
ing way. That cultural practice and intellectual activity carry, as a major 
constitutive element, a n unequal relationship of force betwe en the outside 
Western ethnographer-o bserver and the primitive, or at least different, but 
c ertainly weaker and less developed non- European, non- Western person. In 
the extraordinarily rich text of Kim, Kipling extrapolates the political mean- 
ing of that relationship and embodies it in the figure of Colonel Creighton. 
an ethnographer in charge of the Survey of India, also the head of British 
intelligence services in India, the “Great Game” to which young Kim 
belongs. Mo dern Wes tem^anthropologv -frequentlv.. rep eated that pro b- 
l ematic relationship, and in recent works of a number of theoreticians deals 
with the almost insuperable contradiction between a political actuality based 
on force, and a scientific and humane desire to understand the Other her- 
meneutically and sympathetically in modes not influenced by force. 

Whether these efforts succeed or fail is a less interesting matter than what 
distinguishes them, what makes thenTpossiE^^ embarrassed 

awar eness ortHe^a l P p e fv asive . unav oi d ab l c imperial settin g. In fact, there is 
no way that I know of apprehending the world from within American 
culture (wi th a whole history of exterminism and incorporation behi nd it) 
without also apprehending the imperial contest itself. This, I would say, is 
a cultural fact of extraordinary political as well as interpretative importance, 
yet it has not been recognized as such in cultural and literary theory, and 
is r outinely circumvented or occluded in cultural discourses . To read most 
cultural deconstructionists, or Marxists, or new historicists is to read writers 
whose political horizon, whose historical location is within a society and 
culture deeply en meshed in imperial dominati on. Yet little notice is taken 
of this horizon, few acknowledgements of the setting are advanced, little 
realization of the imperial closure itself is allowed for. Instead, one has the 
impression that interpretation of other cultures, texts, and peoples — which 
at bottom is what all interpretation is about — occurs in a timeless vacuum , 
so forgiving and permissive as to deliver the interpretation directly into a 
universalism free from attachment, inhibition, and interest 

We live of course in a world not only of commodities but also of represen- 
tation, and r epresentations — their production, circulation, his tory, and in- 

terpreranon— are the very elemen t, ofx ulture. Ip muc^^ 

problem of representatiop is deemed to be central, yet rarely is it put in its 
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full political context, a context that is primarily imperial. Instead we have 
on the one hand an isokted-cultux al sphere, b elieved to be freely and 
unconditionally available to weightless theoretical speculation and investi- 
gation, and, on the other, a debase d politi c al sph ere, where the real struggle 
between interests is supposed to occur. To the professional student of 
culture — the humanist, the critic, the scholar — only one sphere is relevant, 
and, more to the point, it is accepted that the two spheres are separated, 
whereas the two are not only connected but ultimately the same. 

A radical falsification has become established in this separation. Culture 
is.exonerated of any entanglements with power, representations are consid- 
e red only as apolitical image s to be parsed and construed as so many 
grammars of exchange, and the divorce of the present from the past is 
assumed to be complete. And yet, far from this separation of sph eres being 
a neutral or accidental choice, its real meaning is as an ^cfof complicjty.jthe 
humanist’s choice of a disguised, denuded, systematically purgeid textual 
model over a more embattled model, whose principal features would inevi- 
tably coalesce around the continuing struggle over the question of empire 
itself. 

Let me put this differently, using examples that will be familiar to every- 
one. For at least a decade, there has been a decently earnest debate in the 
United States over the meaning, contents, and goals of liberal education. 
Much but not all of this debate was stimulated in the university after the 
upheavals of the 1960s, when it appeared for the first time in this century that 
the structure, authority, and tradition of American education were chal- 
lenged by marauding energies, released by socially and intellectually in- 
spired provocations. Thejigm;£...c:u^^ an d..the forc e of 

what is called theor y.. fa rubric under which were herded many new disci- 
plines like psychoanalysis, linguistics, and Nietzschean philosophy, un- 
housed from the traditional fields such as philology, moral philosophy, and 
the natural sciences), acquired prestige and interest; they appeared to under- 
mine the authority and tHelfaBility^FestaHished canons, well-capitalized 
fields, long-standing procedures of accreditation, research, and the division 
of intellectual labor. That all this occurred in the modest and rirmmscrihed 
terrain ofixulturaj-aeademic- praxis si multaneously with the great wave of 
anti-war^antLimperialist 'pr-Qtest w as not fortu itQus-but. rather, a genuine 
pqli^dandjfitellecttfaTc^mjuncrure- 

There is considerable irony that our search in the metropolis for a newly 
invigorated, reclaimed tradition follows the exhaustion of modernism and is 
expressed variously as post-modernism or, as I said earlier, citing Lyotard, 
as ^gjogg-Of-the legiti_rnizing_p_Qwer .of~t he narratives o.f W.estexn e mancipa -. 
tion and enlightenment; simultaneously, modernism is rediscovered in the 
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formerly colonized, peripheral world, where resistance, the logic of daring, 
and various investigations of age-old tradition ( al-Turath , in the Islamic 
world) together set the tone. 

One response in the West to the new conjunctures, then, has beenjjro- 
foundly reactionary: the effort to reassert old authorities and canons, the 
effort to reinstate ten or twenty or thirty essential Western books without 
which a Westerner would not be educated — these efforts are couched in the 
rhetoric of embattled p atriotism. 

But there can be another response, worth returning to here, for it offers 
an important theoretical opportunity. Cult ural experience or indeed every 
cul tural form is radically, quintessenrially hybrid, and if it has been the 
practice in the West since Immanuel Kant to isolate cultural and aesthetic 
realms from the worldly domain, it is now time to rejoin them. This is by 
no means a simple matter, since — I believe — it has been the essence of 
experience in the West at least since the late eighteenth century not only 
to acquire distant domination and reinforce hegemony, but also to divide the 
realms of culture and experience into apparently separate spheres. Entities 
su ch as races and n ations, essences suc h as Eng l ishness or Orientalis m, 
modes of production such as the Asiatic or Occidental, all o f th ese in my 


o pinion testify to a n ide gjogy..wii 05 e.£Ult u r a l co r reiat iv_es ,weii..prece.qe me 
actual accumula tion .of imperial ter rkoxies^..world--r.wide. 

Most historians of empire speak of the “age of empire” as formally 
beginning around 1878, with “the scramble for Africa.” A closer look at the 
cultural actuality reveals a much earlier, more deeply and stubbornly held 
view about overseas European hegemony; we can locate a coherent, fully 
mobilized system of ideas near the end of the eighteenth century, and there 
follows the set of integral developments such as the first great systematic 
conquests under Napoleon, the rise of nationalism and the European nation- 
state, the advent of large-scale industrialization, and the consolidation of 
power in the bourgeoisie. This is also the period in which the novel form 
snH rhp npw historical narrative become ore-eminent, and in which the 
importance of subjectivity to historical time takes firm hold- 


i mportance ot subjectivity to historical time taxes nrm noia. 

Yet most cultural historians, and certainly all literary scholars, have failed 
to remark rhe veo vraMcal notation, th e theoretical mapping and charting of 
territory that underlies Western fiction, historical writing, and philosophical 
discourse of the time. T here is first the authority of the Euro pean observer — 
traveller, merchant, scholar, historian, novelist. T hen there is the hi erarchy 
of spaces by w hich the metropolitan center and, gradu ally, the metrop olitan 
economy are see n as dependent upon an overseas system of territoria l 
control, econ omic exploitation, and a socio-cultural yigl^ these 

stability and prosperity at home — “home” being a word with extremely 


^ rJueX^. 
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potent resonances — would not be possible c 

mean is to be found in Jane Austen’, M J u “af** exam P le of what I 
Bertram’s slave plantation in Anticma • ans fi eld Park > m which Thomas 
and the beauty of Mansfield Park, a “ the poise 

terms well before the scramble for Africa or bef ° ^ aesthetic 

officially began. As John Stuart Mill puts it in T ^ 

Economy: ^ n the Principles of Political 

r„'zr y ^ «*« - 

J»g estates belonging a larger common^. 

: £“ Z2& rf - 

convenient cany „„ thc production " 

tropical commodities. 51 B ’ " ee and a few other 

J^LkglligSLE jeture stand^fo n^rhan^hn^o^^^^^p 6 * USten ’ an d^amuch ^ 
thfii^im^alis^ x:r::r H ofcu lniral.fo ‘ ^ 


^sjgaignp joture stands for th than the usual one . , , 

white master used to effacing the reality wn ™ propneta ry tones of the' 
slaver, transported acros the middle ° f 

rated status “for the benefit of the proprietor! The f , 7 *° "" lncorp °- 

to be considered as hardly anythLgmore th J h a C ° lomes are > Mi H says, 
confirmed by Austen, who in Mansfield Park subf C ° n '? nience > an attitude 
bean existence to a mere half dozen • b ™ ates the agonies of Carib- 
much the same ”?**** '° And 

France, in shon,’ 1 **» °f Britain and 
from the devaluarimT as ....ti ..’.hi - -ni|Hp a consit|cra l)le estent 


decolonizing trea.be of Hm Eurof, 8re *' 

Lastly, the authoriry of the observer and „rr"„ /) 
trail ty, is buttressed by a cultural discourse I ^ geogra P hical cen- 
non-European to a the 

^^n^§ n fl^sis i ^aradoxically ^ssenrial to 
this ofcourseisThr^ 

it is but one among many of the ironie, nf a ’ ’ and Mem mi, and 

rarely been ertplofed ^ theory drat i, has 

reading. Perhaps that is because^ places emohTs"” "" poss,bili,ie » »f 
read, but rather on what is read and where it is written T ” "T* 1 ^ ^ “ 

It is to Conrad’s enormous credit to have sounded if repreSented 
nVCn - ^ 
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world-wide accumulation and rule with a ^elf-xonfirming i deo logical motoi: 
(what Marlow in Heart of Darkness calls efficiency with devotion to an idea 
at the back of it, “it” being the taking away of the earth from those with 
darker complexions and flatter noses) and simultaneously draw a screen 
across the process, saying that art and culture have nothing to do with “it.” 

What to read and what to do with that reading, that is the full form of the 
question. All the energies poured into critical theory, into novel and demys- 
tifying theoretical praxes like the new historicism and deconstruction and 
Marxism have avoided the major, I would say determining, political horizon 
of modern Western culture, namely imperialism. This massive avoidance 
has sustained a canonical inclusion and exclusion: you include the Rous- 
seaus, the Nietzsches, the Wordsworths, the Dickenses, Flauberts, and so on, 
and aLjLe^atne-yeu-exciudejtMr r elationships with the protracted, com - 
ple x, and stri ated work of empire. But why is this a matter of what to read 
and about where? Very simply, because critical discourse has taken no 
cognizance of the enormously exciting, varied post-colonial literature pro- 
duced in resistance to the imperialist expansion of Europe and the United 
States in the past two centuries. To read Austen without also reading Fanon 
and Cabral — and so on and on — is to disaffiliate mod ern culture from its 
engagements and attachments. That is a process that should be reversed. 

But there is more to be done. Critical theory and literary historical 
scholarship have reinterpreted and revalidated major swatches of Western 
literature, art, and philosophy. Much of this has been exciting and power- 
ful work, even though one often senses more an energy of elaboration and 
refinement than a committed engagement to what I would call secular and 
affiliated criticism; such criticism cannot be undertaken without a fairly 
strong sense of how co nsciously ch osen historical models are relevant to 
social and intellectuaTchange. Y et if you read and interpreTmodern Euro- 
pean an J American culture as having had something to do with imperial- 
ism, it becomes incumbent upon you also to reinterpret the canon in the 
light of texts whose place there has been insufficiently linked to, insuffi- 
ciently weighted toward the expansion of Europe. Put differently, this pro- 
cedure entails reading the canon as a polyphonic accompaniment to the 
expansion of Europe, giving a revised direction and valence to writers 
such as Conrad and Kipling, who have always been read as sports, not as 
writers whose manifestly imperialist subject matter has a long subterra- 
nean or implicit and proleptic life in the earlier work of writers like, say, 
Austen or Chateaubriand. 

Second, theoretical work must begin to formulate the relationship be- 
tween empire and culture. There have been a few milestones — Kiernan’s 
work, for instance, and Martin Green’s — but concern with the issue has not 
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been intense. Things, however, are beginning to change, as I noted earlier 
A whole range of work in other disciplines, a new group of often younger 
scholars and critics-here, in the Third World, in Europe-are beginning 
to embark on the theoretical and historical enterprises; many of them seem 
in one way or another to be converging on questions of imperialist discourse, 
colonialist practice, and so forth. Theoretically we are only at the stage of 
trying to inventory the interpellation of culture by empire, but the ef forts so 
ftc..niadfi-^..JinIy~slightly^ore-jJiaajnidim£n]tary. And as the study of 
culture extends into the mass media, popular culture, micro-politics, and so 
forth, t he focus on modes of powpy and h^g^m ^ny grow s sh arper^- 
Third, we should keep before us the prerogatives of the present as 
signposts and_paradi gms for the stud y of the past . If I have insisted on 
integration and connections between the past and the present, between 
imperializer and imperialized, between culture and imperialism, I have done 
so not to level or reduce differences, but rather to convey a more urgent 
sense of the int erdepende nce between things . So vast and yet so detailed is 
imperialism as an experience with crucial culmral dimensions, that we must 
Speak ofove rla PP in g territories, intertwined hi stories common m men and 

— -^lgr^ln^e-JmtQPPlis, ^nd on the 
genpheries,.past a s well as p resent and future; these territories and histories 
can only be seen from the perspective of thewhole of secular human history. 


KURF:Karachi University Research Forum 



wywv.f; 


k.com/kurf.ku 


CHAPTER TWO 


CONSOLIDATED VISION 


We called ourselves ^mtrusiyp!' as a band; f or we meant to break into th e 
accepted haHs of E nglislTforeign policy, a nd build a new peopl e in the Ea st, 
despite the rails laid down for us Jjy our ancestors. .. 

T. E. Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom 


Narrative and Social Space 


N early everywhere in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century British 
and French culture we find al lusions .to ..the facts.-o f empire, but 
perha ps nowhere with more resrularit y and freatiencv than in the..Jjitish 
jnovel. Taken together, these allusions constitute what I have called a struc- 
ture of attitude and reference. In Mansfield Park, which within Jane Austen’s 
work carefully defines the moral and social values informing her other 
novels, references to Sir Thomas Bertram’s overseas possessions are 
thre aded thro ugh; they give him his wealth, occasion his absences, fix his 
social status at home and abroad, and make possible his values, to which 
Fanny Price (and Austen herself) finally subscribes. If this is a novel about 
‘ ^natio rg’ as Austen says, thfijaghtlQ colonia l-pos sessions helps directl y 
toe stablisii socia l order and moral priorities at hom e. O r_again,B erth a 


wire in Jane i 


/est Indian, and also a 


threa tening presence, confin ed to an attic room. T hackeray’s Joseph Sedley 
in V %mty Fains an Indian nabob whose rambunctious behavior and excessive 
(perhaps undeserved) wealth is counterpointed with Becky’s finally unac- 
ceptable deviousness, which in turn is contrasted with Amelia’s propriety, 
suitably rewarded in the end; Joseph Dobbin is seen at the end of the novel 
engaged serenely in writing-a.-his tory of t h e Punjab. The good ship Rose in 
Charles Kingsley’s Westward Ho! wanders through the Caribbean and South 
America. InJDickens’s Great F^pecterjowii AbeLMagwitcliis the convicttrans- 
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ported tO -Australia whose wea lth — con v enie n tl y r emoved from Pip’s tri- 
u ?jN a s a p r Qyi nc | a pi a d fl 0U) j s { 1 i ng in London in the guise of a pr^nTiZ I 
possible the greatexp ectarions Pip entertains In 
many other Dickens novels businessmen have connections with the empire, 
Dombey and Qudp being two noteworthy examples. For Disraeli’s Tancred 
and Eliot’s Daniel Deronda, thgJfojgLk- Partly a habitat for nativ e peoples (or 
ir QSHg^.At„^H.L°E-i5 £- ?P ll]g.g Q ns )» but also panly jncQrp orated under rh>> 
Henry James s Ralph Touchett in Portrait of a Lady travels 
in Algeria and Egypt. And when we come to Kipling, Conrad, Arthur Conan 
Doyle, Rider Haggard, R. L. Stevenson, George Orwell, Joyce Cary, E. M. 
Forster, and T. E. Lawrence, the empire is ev erywhere a crucial setring 
The situation in France was different, insofar as the French imperial 
vocation during the early nineteenth century was different from England’s, 
buttressed as it was by the continuity and stability of the English polity itself 
The reverses of policy, losses of colonies, insecurity of possession, and shifts 
in philosophy that France suffered during the Revolution and the Napole- 
onic era meant that its empire had a less secure identity and presence in 
French culture. In Chateaubriand and Lamartine one hears the r hetoric of 
i mperialjp nde nr , and in painting, in historical and philologlcd^Hti^hi 
music and theater one has an often vivid apprehension of France’s outlying 
possessions. But in the culture at large— until after the middle of the cen- 
tury— there is rarely that weighty, almost philosophical sense of imperial 
mission that one finds in Britain. 

There is alsoji __dense hod yjof A merica n w riti ng, contemporary with this 
British and French work, which shows a p gculiarly acute imperial cas t, even 


.H?°MLT3JadQXtcally ii:s feroc ious anti-colonialism , directed at the Old V AL 
Worid, is central to it One thinks, for example, of the Puritan “errand into * 
the wilderness” and, later, of that extraordinarily obsessive concern in 
CoopeiJwain^Melviik^and others with United States expansion west- 
ward, along with the w holesale, colonization and destruction of native Amer- 
jcanjifejas memorably studied by Richard Slotkin, Patricia Limerick, and 
Michael Paul Rogin); 1 an imperial motif emerges to rival the European one 
(In Chapter F our of this book I shall deal with other and more recent aspects 
of the United States in its late-twentietH-century imperial form.) 

As a reference, as a point of definition, as an easily assumed place of travel, 
wealth, and service, the empire functions for much of the European nine- 
teenth century as a c^difigdJ£onl y marginally visible, presence in fiction. 
.vgrymuch like the ^servants.in „grand ho u se h o lds and in noveir who&Twi^ 
is taken for granted but scarcely ever more than named, rarely studied 
(though Bruce Robbins has recently written on them), 2 or given density. To 
cite another intriguing analogue, imperial possessions are as usefully there. 
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anonymous and collective, as the outcast populations (analyzed by Gareth 
Stedman Jones) 3 of transient workeTsT^S-time Miiployees, seasonal arti- 
sans; their existence always counts, t hough their names and id entities do not, 
they are pro fimfle^ho ut being fully there. This is a literary equivalent, in 
Eric Wolf’s somewhat self-congratulatory words, of “people without His- 
tory,” 4 people on whom the economy and polity sustained by empire de- j 
pend, but whose reality has not historically or culturally required attention^ 

In all of these instances the facts of empire are associated with_sHstained 
possession, with far-flung and sometimes unknown spaces, with eccentric o r 
unacceptable h umaii b&ingvwlth fortune-enha ncin g or fantasized activitie s 
l ike emi g ration, mone y- making, a nd sexual adventu re. Disgraced younger 
sons are sent off to the colonies, shabby older relatives go there to try to 
recoup lost fortunes (as in Balzac’s La Cousine Bette), enterprising young 
travellers go there to sow wild oats and to collect exotica. The colonial 
territories are realms of possibility, a nd they have always been associated 
with the realistic novel. R obinson Crusoe is virtually unthinkable withou t 
the colonizing mission thaLPfirmitlh im to creat e a new world of his-own in 
the distant reacHesIo£the_ African. Paci fic, and Atlantic wilderness. But most 
of the g reat nineteenth-century realistic ji ovelists are less assertive about 
colonial rule and posse ssions than either Defoe or late writers like Conrad 
and Kipling, during whose time great electoral reform and mass participa- 
tion in politics meant that imperial competition became a more intrusive 
domestic topic. In the closing year of the nineteenth century, with the 
scramble for Africa, the consolidation of the French imperial Union, the 
American annexation of the Philippines, and British rule in the Indian 
subcontinent at its height, empire was a universal concern. 

What I should like to note is that these colonial and imperial realities are 
overlook ed in criticism that has otherwise been extraordinarily thorough 
and resourceful in finding themes to discuss. The relatively few writers and 
critics who discuss the relationship between culture and empire — among 
them Martin Green, Molly Mahood, John McClure, and, in particular, 
Patrick Brantlinger — have made excellent contributions, but their mode is 
essentially narrative and descriptive — -pointing out the presence of themes, 
the importance oTcertaln historical conjunctures, the influence or persis- 
tence of ideas about imperialism — and they cover huge amounts of mate- 
rial. 5 In almost all cases they write ciiticgUy of imperialism, of that way of 
life that William Appleman Williams describes as being compatible with all 
sorts of other ideological persuasions, even antinomian ones, so that during 
t he nineteenth century “imperial outreach m ade it necessgty--t& develqp _ an 
ap propriate ideology” in economic, and political 

metho dsTTEesemade it possible to “preserve and extencfthe em pire with - 
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Qaiwasting its ps ychic or cul tural or economic substance.” There are hints 
in these scholars’ work that, again ^qubte Wniiams, imperialism pro- 
duces trpubling selfrimages, for example, that of “a benevolent progressive 
policeman.” 6 

But these critics are mainly descriptive and positivist writers strikingly 
different from the small handful of generally theoretical and ideological 
contributions— among them Jonah Raskin’s The Mythology of Imperialism, 
Gordon K. Lewis’s Slavery, Imperialism, and Freedom, and V. G. Kiernan’s 
Marxism and Imperialism and his crucial work, The Lords of Human Kind 7 All 
these books, which owe a great deal to Marxist analysis a nd premises , point 
° Ut the ce n tr ality of imperialist thougEThT^der^^ 

Yet none of them has been anywhere as influential as they should have 
been in changing our ways of looking at the canonical works of nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century European culture. The major critical practitioners 
s iI?lR!ziS5^iffiRerialism. In recently rereading Lkmel T riilTng’s fine Tittle 
book on E. M. Forster, for instance, I was struck that in his otherwise 
perceptive consideration of Howards End he does not once mention imperial- 
ism, which, in my reading of the book, is hard to miss, much less ignore. After 
all, Henry Wilcox and his family are colonial rubber growers: “They had the 
colonial spirit, and were always making for some spots where the white man 
might carry his burden unobserved.” 8 And Forster frequently contrasts and 
associates that fact with the changes taking place in England, changes that 
affect Leonard and Jacky Bast, the Schlegels, and Howards End itself. Or 
there is the more surprising case of Raymond Williams, whose Culture and 
Society does not deal with the imperial experience at all. (When in an 
interview Williams was challenged about this m assive absen ce, since imperi- 
alism was not something which was secondary and external — it was abso- 
lutely constitutive of the whole nature of the English political and social 
order ...the salient fact” 9 — he replied that his Welsh experience, which 
ought to have enabled him to think about the imperial experience, was “very 
much in abeyance” at the time he wrote Culture and Society.)' 0 The few 
tantalizing pages in The Country and the City that touch on culture and 
imperialism are peripheral to the book’s main idea. 

Why did these lapses occur? And how was the centrality of the imperial 
vision registered and supported by the culture that produced it, the n to s ome 
extgrit.dis^uise^ wastr a ns fo rm ed by it? Naturally, if you yourself 

happen to have a colonial backgroui^TEiliSperial theme is a determining 
one in your formation, and it will draw you to it if you also happen to be 
a dedicated critic of European literature. An Indian or African scholar of 
English literature reads Kim, say, or Heart of Darkness with a critical urgency 
not felt in quite the same way by an American or British ^TBut"in what 
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I can we formulate the relationship between culture and imperialism 

| beyond the asseverations of personal testimony? The emergence of formerly 

colonial subjects as i n terp reters of i mpej;i alism apd its gre atTcu 1 tu ral works 
has given irnpe rialism a perceptible, n ot to say obtrusive identity as a subject 
for study andvigo ro us r evisio n . But, how can that particular kind of pJst- 
imperial testimony and study, usually left at the margins of critical dis- 
course, be brought into active contact with current theoretical concerns? 

To regard imperial concerns as constitutively significant to the culture of 
the modern West is, I have suggested, to consider that culture from the 
perspective provided by anti -imperialist resistance as well as pro-imperialist 
apology. What does this mean? It means re membering that W ^m writers 

!^l the . mi ^ d,e 0 L A i twentie ^Sentu 2 ,whetherDickensandAu S cen, 

an..cxclusiyely Western audience in mind 

of characters, places, or situations that referred rn 

^SS^^fS-^^—^^SESMieihddJjX^^peaunsr&aFi^b^u^eA^usten 

referred to Antigua in Mansfield Park or to realms visited by the British navy 
in Persuasion without any thought of possible responses by the Caribbean or 
Indian natives resident thgi:eJ..&,no..x.e.a son for us to do th e same. We now 
know that these non-European peoples did not accepT^ithmdiflSrence the 
authority projected over them, or the general silence on which their pres- 
ence in variously attenuated forms is predicated. We must therefore read the 
great canonical texts, and perhaps also the entire archive of modern and 
pre-modern European and American culture, with an effort to draw out, 
extend, -^ke-emphasis and "roicexa. what is sd^y pL marginally present or 
■deofogua^^ characters)^ 

In practical terms, “contrapuntal reading” as I have called it means read- 
ing a text with an understanding of what is involved when an aiithor showsfj 
for instance, that a colonial sugar plantation is seen as important to the 
process of maintaining a particular style of life in England. Moreover, like 
all literary texts, tftesfc.are^ f or m al hi s toric beginnings 

anffejidings. References to Australia in David Copperfield or \ndia\nJaneEyre 
are madebecause they can be, because British power (and not just the 
novelist’s fancy) made passing references to these massive appropriations 
possible; but theforther lessons arejjoJgssmie: that these colonies were 

^™^^^^-~7p^^-®®-3S£LMdJndiject_xuI^3)processjKatlSMa 

an^utffo^ 

stULXhere r -although as part of the effort at suppressing native nationalism 
only occasional note was taken of it. The point is that contrapuntal reading 
must take account oLbofoproc esses, that of imperialism and that of re ,i,- 
t^icejojt^which can be done by extending our reading of the texts to 
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include what was once forcibly excluded— in L’Etranger, for example, the 
whole previous history of France’s colonialism and its destruction of the 
Algerian state, and the later emergence of an independent Algeria (which 
Camus opposed). 

Each text has i ts own particular gen ius, as does each geographical region 
of the world, with its own overiappmg~experiences and interdependent 
histories of conflict. As far as the cultural work is concerned, a distinction 
betweeiyparticularity a nd sovereignty (or hermetic exclusiven^.^ ran ii^- 
fonyjiejnade. Obviously no reading should try to generalize so much as to 
efface the identity of a particular text, author, or movement. By the same 
token it should allow that what w as, or appeared t o be. c ertain for a given 
W.oxk^r^fooj^may haye_beco me subject to disputation. Kipling’s India, in 
Kim, has a quality of permanence and inevitability that belongs not just to 
that wonderful novel, but to British India, its history, administrators, and 
apologists and, n o less importan t, to the India fought for by Indian national- 
ist s . a _ s _ t heir cou ntryjo^b£w.on^baekT By giving ah account of thisleries ~ of 
pressures and counter-pressures in Kipling’s India, we understand the pro- 
cess of imperialism itself as the great work of art engages them, and of later 
anti-imperialist resistance. In reading a text, on e must open it out b oth to 
wh y went into it and to what its author exc luded. Each cultural woriThTa 
vision of a moment, and we must juxtapose that vision with the various 
revisions it later provoked — in this case, the nationalist experiences of 
post-independence India. 

In addition, one must connect the structures o f a narrative to the ideas, 
co ncepts, experiences from which it draws support. ConradVAfricaus^ for 
example, come from a huge library of Africanism, so to speak, as well as from 
Conrad’s personal experiences. There is no such thing as a direct experien ce. 
Qf-rgflggtion^^thejwo rld in the language of a te xt. Conrad’s impressions of 
Africa were inevitably i nfluenced by lore and writing about Africa , which he 
alludes to in A PersonaiYxord^ff fMh^ ^ ^\\es\nHeart of Darkness is the 
r esult of his im pre§skmi pf those t e xts interacting cre atively, together with 
the requirements and conventions of narrative and his own special genius 
and history. To say of this extraordinarily rich mix that it “reflects” Africa, 
or even that it reflects an experience ’of Africa, is somewhat pusillanimous 
and surely misleading. What we have in Heart of Darkness— a work of 
immense influence, having provoked many readings and images — ds^apoliti- 
ciz ed, ideologically saturated Africa which to some inten ts and purposes wiT 
thgjmp^ alized^ace~\^^ 

Jn_itjjiot just a photographic literary “reflection” of it. 

1 This is, perhaps, to overstate the matter, but I want to make the point that 
far from Heart of Darkness and its image of Africa being “only” literature, the 
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work is extraordinarily caught up in, is indee d an organic p art oLjthe 
“scramble for Africa” that was contemporary with Conrad’s composition. 
Tr^ Conrad^s audience was small, and, true also, he was very critical of 
Belgian colonialism. But to most Europeans, readi ng a rather rarefied text 
like Heart of Darkness wa7dtenascloseas^heycamjtp_Africa,and in that 


limited sense it was part or 


European effort tg 


think about 


glan for Africa. To represent Africa .-is.Jo -ente x the battle over Africa, 
ippvirahly conrwFted m later resistance, decolon i zation , andjo^forth- 

Works of literature, particularfy those whose manifest subject is empire, 
have an inherently frritidy^even unwieldy aspect in so fraught, so densely 
charged a political seftiHgTYet despite their formidable complexity, literary 
works like Heart of Darkness are distillations, or simplifications, or a set of 
choices made by an author that are far less messy and mixed up than the 
reality. It would not be fair to think of them as abstractions, although fictions 
such as Heart of Darkness are so elaborately fashioned by authors and so 
worried over by readers as to suit the nece ssities of narrative which as a 
result, we must add, makes a highly specialized entry into the struggle over 
Africa. 

So hybrid, i mpure, and complex a text re qu ir e s especially vigil ant atten - 
tion aTltlslnterpreted. Modern imperialism was so global and all-encom- 
pSssmg"tKaf~virtuaiI)Tliothing escaped it; besides, as I have said, the 
nineteenth-century contest over empire is still continuing today. Whether 
or not to look at the connections between cultural texts and imperialism is 
therefor e to take a position in fact taken =- either to study the connection in 
order to criticize it and think of alternatives for it, or not to study it in order 
to let it stand, unexamined and, presumably, unchanged. One of my reasons 
for writing this book is to show how far the quest for, concern about, and 
consciousness of overseas dominion extended — not just in Conrad but in 
figures we practically never think of in that connection, like Thackeray and 
Austen — and how enriching and important for the critic is attention to this 
material, not only for the obvious political reasons, but also because, as I 
have been arguing, this particular kind of attention al lows the reader to 
interpret can onkaf-nineteenth^and twentieth-eentury works with a newly 
. engaged interes t. 

Let us return to Heart of Darkness. In it Conrad offers an uncannily 
suggestive starting point for grappling at close quarters with these difficult 
matters. Recall that Marlow contrasts Roman colonizers with their modern 
counterparts in an oddly perceptive way, illuminating the s pe cial mix of 
power, ideological ener gy, and practical attit ude characterizing European 
imperialism. The ancient Romans, he says, were “no colonists; their admin- 
istration was merely a squeeze and nothing more.” Such people conquered 
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and did little else. By contrast, “what saves us is Efficiency— th e devotion to 
efficie ncy, unlike the Romans, who relied on brute force, whlcffilsscarcely 
more than “an accident arising from the weakness of others.” Today, 
however, 


the conquestofthe earth , which mostly means the taking it away from 
those who have~rdlffe?ent complexion or slightly flatter noses than 
ourselves, is jK)x^a.pretty. thi ng when you look into it too mu ch. What 
IgdegfflS-iLjsjhe id ea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental 
pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea — something 
you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to. . . , n 

In his account of his great river journey, Marlow extends the point to mark 
a distinction between Belgian rapacity and (by implication) British rational- 
ity in the conduct of imperialism. 12 

(^alvatioitin this context is an interesting notion. It sets “us” off from the 
damiredf despised Romans and Belgians, whose greed radiates no benefits 
onto either their consciences or the lands and bodies of their subjects.J“We” 
a j~gJ.aY.g.d_be caus e firs t^all^^n^diftjook d irectly at the results of what 
' v ?^9L we are ringed by and ring ourselves with the practice of efficiency, 
by which land and people are put to use completely; the territory and its 
ighabjrani^^^ our rui e , w hich in turn totally inm^ 

Po.rates_us .as we respond. -efficiently to its exigen cie s. Further, through 
Marlow, Conrad speaks of redemption, a step in a sense beyond salvation. 
If salvation saves us, saves time and money, and also saves us from the ruin 
of mere short-term conquest, then redemption extends salvation further still. 
Redemption is found in thej elf-justifying practice of an idea or mission ove r 
.tirnejjn a structure that completely encircles and is revered by you, even 
though you set up the structure in the first place, ironically enough, and no 

longer study it close ly because you take it for gr anted. ~~~ 

Thus Conrad encapsulates two quite different but intimately related 
aspects of imperialism: the idea that is based on the power to take over 
•temmrjv-an idea utterly clear in its force and unmistakable consajuences; 
and the practice that essentially di sguises or obscures this hv devel oping a 
Justific atory regim e o f self-aggrandizing, self-originating authority iilter- 
posed between the victim of imperialism and its perpetrator. ' 

We would completely miss the tremendous power of this argument if we 
were merely to lift it out of Heart of Darkness, like a message out of a bottle. 
C onrad’s argument is insc ribed right in the very form of narrative as he 
^ a t hc pTacti ce^ t empi Ire, T^would go so far a s 

saying,tfrefeisn6Eufopearinovel as we know it, and indeed if we study the 
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impulses giving rise to it, we shall see the far from accidental convergence 
between the patterns of narrative authority constitutive of the novel on the 
one hand, and, on the other, a complex ideological configuration underlying 
the tendency to imperialism. 

Every novelist and every critic or theorist of the European novel notes its 
i nstitutional ch aracter. The goY.elis ^ 

in Charles MorazelT phrase, it accompanies and indeed is a part of the 
conquest of Western society by what he calls les bourgeois conquerants. No less 
significantly, the novel is inaugurated in England by Robinson Crusoe, a work 
whose protagonist is the founder of a new world, which he rules and reclaims 
for Christianity and England. True, w hereas Crusoe is explicitl y enah lediw- 
an i deology of overseagjexpansionrrdirectly connected in style and form to 
the narratives of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century exploration voyages 
that laid the foundations of the great colonial empires — the major novels 
that come after Defoe, and even Defoe’s later works, seem not to be single- 
mindedly compelled by the exciting overseas prospects. Captain Singleton is 
the story of a widely travelled pirate in India and Africa, and Moll Flanders 
is shaped by the possibility in the New World of the heroine’s climactic 
redemption from a life of crime, but Fielding, RicharcfSonTSmoflett, and 
Sterne do not conne^hehTnaffatives so directly to the act of accumulating 
riches and territories abroad. 

These novelists do, however, situate their work in and derive it from a 
carefully surveyed territorial greater Brita in.-and that is related to what 
Defoe so presciently began. Yet while distinguished studies of eighteenth- 
century English fiction — by Ian Watt, Lennard Davis, John Richetti, and 
Michael McKeon — have devoted considerable attention to the relationship 
between the novel and social space, theJmperiajLp^pecriveJi^ been 
ne glected, 13 This is not simply a matter of being uncertain whether, for 
example, Richardson’s minute constructions of bourgeois seduction and 
rapacity actually relate to British military moves against the French in India 
occurring at the same time. Quite clearly they do not jn a literal sense; but 
in both realms we find common_values,abQut contes t. surmounSngodds and 
obstaclg^andjatience-irLesahlisMng^ authority through th ejaroflconne^ 
jpg princ iple..wfth-profit.av.er..dme. In other words, we need to have a critical 
sense of how the great spaces of Clarissa or Tom Jones are two things together 
a dom estic a ccompan iment to the im perial project for presence and co ntrol 
abroad, andagracticalnam moving abo ut in spa ce 

that must be actively inhabited and enjoyed before its discipline or limits can 
be accepted. 

I am not trying to say that the novel — or the culture in the broad 
sense — “caused” imperialism, but that the novel, as, a cultural artefact of 


1 narrative ah 


l moving about m space 
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bourgeflis^oci ety, and imperia lism are unthinkable without each other. Of 
all the major literary forms ,~tHe~ no Ve 1 isThe mOst fecent, its emergence the 
most datable, its occurrence t he most Western, its normative pattern of 
social authority the most structured; imperialism and the novel fortified each 
other to such a degree that it is impossible, I would argue, to read one 
without in some way dealing with the other. 

Nor is this alL The nov el is an incorporative, quasi-encyclopedic cultural 
form. P acked into it are botfi a highlyTegulare^^ 

entire system of social reference that depends on the existing institutions of 
bourgeois society, their authority and power. The novelistic hero and hero- 
ine exhibit the restlessness and energy characteristic of the enterprising 
bourgeoisie, and they are permitted adventures in which their experiences 
reveal to them the li mits, of.w.hat jh ey can aspire to . where they can go, what 
they can become. Novels therefore end either with the death of a hero or 
heroine (Julien Sorel, Emma Bovary, Bazarov, Jude the Obscure) who by 
virtue of overflowing energy does not fit into the orderly scheme of things, 
or with the protagonists’ accession to stability (usu^yjnxhe-lorm o f mar- 

is the case with novels of Austen, Dickens, 

But, one might ask, why give so much emphasis to novels, and to England? 
And how can we bridge the distance separating this solitary aesthetic form 
from large topics and undertakings like “culture” or “imperialism”? For one 
thing, b y the tim e_o£j yorld Wa r One t he British empi re had become 
unquestionably dominant, the result of a process that had started in the late 
sixteenth "century; so powerful was the process and so definitive its result 
that, as Seeley and Hobson argued toward the end of the nineteenth century, 
fr was^ tfecentr al factirTBnfisK histofy,;and one that included many dispar- 
ate activItiesT l4 Itls not entirelyToincidental that Britain also produced and 
sustained a_novelistic institution with no real European competitor or equiv- 
alent- F rance had morehighIy~ 3 evelopedrintellecmal institutions— acade- 
mies, universities, institutes, journals, and so on — for at least the first half of 
the nineteenth century, as a host of British intellectuals, including Arnold, 
Carlyle, Mill, and George Eliot, noted and lamented. But the extraordinary 
compensation for this discrepancy came in the steady rise and gradually 
undisputed dominance of the British novel. (Only as North Africa assumes 
a sort of metropolitan presence in French culture after 1870 do we see a 
comparable aesthetic and cultural formation begin to flow: this is the period 
when Loti, the early Gide, Daudet, Maupassant, Mille, Psichari, Malraux, 
the exoticists like Segalen, and of course Camus project a global concor- 
dance between the domestic and imperial situations.) 

By the 1840s the English novel had achieved eminence as the aesthetic 


riage or confirmed identity, as 
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form and as a major intel lectual voice, s o to sp eak, i n Englis h society. 
Because the novel gained so impoltantlrplacein “the condition of England” 
question, for example, we can see it also as participating in Englan d’s 
overseas empir e. In projecting what Raymond Williams calls af“know- 
able community’ of Englishmen and women, Jane Austen, GeorgerEhOt, 
anoMrsr-GaSkell shaped the idea of En gland in such a way as to give it 
iden tity, presence J zays..of reusable articulation, IS And p arTo'fsu ch a rTid ea 
was the re lations hip... beLweeirlSiorne’’ and “abroad ” Thus England was 
surveyed, evaluated^ made known, whereas “abroad” was only referred to 
or shown briefly without the kind of presence or immediacy lavished on 
London, the countryside, or northern industrial centers such as Manchester 
or Birmingham. 

This steady, almost reassuring work done by the novel is unique to 
England and has to be taken as a n important cultural affiliation domestically 
s peaking, as yet undocumen ted and .unsmdied T ^i^hatmok place in India, 
A frica, Ir eland.. OL-the.Ga ribbean. An analogy is the relationship between 
Britain’s foreign policy and its finance and trade, a relationship which has 
been studied. We get a lively sense of how dense and complex it was from 
D.C.M. Platt’s classic (but still debated) study of it, Finance, Trade and Politics 
in British Foreign Polity, and how much the extraordinary twinning 

of Britisji trade, and jmperial expansio n depende d on cultural and social 
fact ors such as educa tio n, jd ufriaIi sm, i nt ermarriaye. aHd’cras's . Pfatt spieaks 
of “social and intellectual contact [friendship, hospitality, mutual aid, com- 
mon social and educational background] which energized the actual pres- 
sure on British foreign policy,” and he goes on to say that “concrete evidence 
[for the actual accomplishments of this set of contacts] has probably never 
existed.” Nevertheless, if one looks at how the government’s attitude to such 
issues as “foreign loans ... the protection of bondholders, and the promotion 
of contracts and concessions overseas” developed, one can see what he calls 


r ange of .peopl e responsible for it. This would “suggest how officials and 
politicians were likely to react.” 1 ® 

How best to characterize this view? There seems to be agreement among 
scholars that until about 1870 British policy was (according to the early 
Disraeli, for example) not to expand the empire but “to uphold and maintain 
it and to protect it from disintegration.” 17 Central to this task was India, 


which acquired a status of astonishing 


departmental 


After 1870 (Schumpeter cites Disraeli’s Crystal Palace speech in 1872 as the 
hallmark of aggressive imperialism, “the catch phrase of domestic policy”) 18 
protecting India (the parameters kept getting larger) and defending against 
other competing powers, e.g., Russia, necessitated British imperial expansion 
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in Africa, and the Middle and Far East. Thereafter, i n one area of the globe 
after an other, “B ritain was indeed preoccupied with holding what she al- 
r eady had,” as Platt puts it, “and whate ver she gamH wasdemanded hprancp 
it helped lier to preserve the rest, She belonged .to. the party of les satisfaits, 
b ut sJieJiad to fight ever harder to stay with them, and she had hv far the 
most to lose .” 19 A “departmental view” of British policy was fundamentally 
careful; as Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher put it in their redefinition 
of Platt’s thesis, “the British would expand by trade and influence if they 
could, but by imperial rule if they must.” 20 We should not minimize or 
forget, they remind us, that die Indian army was used in China three times 
between 1829 and 1856, at least once in Persia (1856), Ethiopia and Singapore 
(1867), Hong Kong (1868), Afghanistan (1878), Egypt (1882), Burma (1885), 
Ngasse (1893), Sudan and Uganda (1896). 

In addition to India, British policy obviously made the bulwark for impe- 
rial commerce mainland Britain itself (with Ireland a continuous colonial 
problem), as well as thgjascalkdjwh ite colonies ( Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada, South Africa, and even the former American possessions). Continu- 
ous investment and routine conservation of Britain’s overseas and home 
territories were without significant parallel in other European or American 
powers, where lurches, sudden acquisitions or losses, and improvisations 
occurred far more frequently. 

Jn short. Br itish .power was durahle a nd continually re inforced. In the 
related-and-eften-adjacent eultural sp h e r e, that-power was elaborated and 
arricula tedijLxhe-QQ yel, w hose central continuous presence is not compara- 
bly to be found elsewhere. But we must be as fastidious as possible. A novel 
is neither a frigate nor a bank draft. A novel exists first as a novelist’s effort 
and second as an object read by an audience. In rime novels accumulate and 
become what Harry Levin has usefully called an institution of literature, but 
they do not ever lose either their status as events or their specific density as 
part of a cont in uous enterprise recognized a nd accepted as s uch b y reade rs 
a nd other writers. But for all their social presence, novels are not reducible 
to a sociological current and cannot be done justice to aesthetically, cultur- 
ally, and politically as subsidiary forms of class, ideology, or interest. 

E qually, however, nove js^arejnoymg^t he product of lo nely genius (as 
a school of modern interpreters like Helen Vendler try to suggest), to be 
regarded only as manifestations of unconditioned creativity. Some of the 
most exciting recent criticism — Fredric Jameson’s The JPolitical llncnntrinue 
and David Miller’s The Novel and the Police are two celebrated examples 21 — 
shows the novel generally, and narrative in particular, to have a sort of 
regulatory social presence in West European societies. Yet missing from 
these otherwise valuable descriptions are adumbrations of the actual world 
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in which the novels and narratives take place. Being an English writer meant 
something quite specific and different from, say, being a French or Por- 
tuguese writer. For the British writer, “abroad” was felt vaguely and inept ly 
to , be-t>ut-.thexe,. or exo ti c and st range, or i n s ome way or other “ours” to 
c ontrol, tra d e in “freely.” or suppress w hen the natives were energized into 
overt military or political resistance. The novel contributed significantly to 
these feelings, attitudes, and references and became a main element in the 
consolidated vision, or departmental cultural view, of the globe. 

ifshould^peofy how the novelistic contribution was made and also, 
conversely, how the novel neither deterred nor inhibited the more aggres- 
sive and popular imperialist feelings manifest after 1880. 22 Novels are pic- 
tures of reality at the very early or the very late stage in the reader’s 
experience of them: in f act th eiLelahorai;? and maintain area litv they inhe rit 
fr om othe r novels, whic h they r earticulate and repopu late according to their 
cre ator’s simationTgifts . pred ilections. Platt rightly stresses cdn^ationmthe 
“departmental view”; this is significant for the novelist, too: the nineteenth- 
century English novels stress the continuing existence (as opposed to revo- 
lutionary overturning) of England. Moreover, they never advocate giving up 
colonies, but take the long-range view that since they fall within the orbit 
of British dominance, t hat do m in ance is ai sort of norm, and thus conserved 
along with the colonies. 

What we have is a slq^d^bailum^ England— socially, politi- 

cally, morally charted and differentiated in, immensely fine detail — at the 
c enter and a series of overseas territories connected to it at theperipheries. 
The continuity of British i m pe polfcy Throu ghou t the nineteenth cen- 
tury — in fact a narrative — is actively accompanied by this novelistic pro- 
cess, whose main purpose is not to raise more questions, not to disturb or 
otherwise preoccupy attention, but to keep t he empire more or less in plac e. 
Hardly ever is the novelist interested in doing a great deal more than 
mentio ning o rjsfemag-tQ jndia, for example, in Vanity Fair and Jane Eyre, 
or Australia in Great Expectations. The idea is that (following the general 
principles of free trade) outlying territories are gyailable-fef-use? at will, at 
the novelist’s discretion, usually for relatively simple purposes such as 
immigration, fortune, or exile. At the end of Hard Times, for example, Tom 
is shipped off to the colonies. Not until well after mid-century did the 
empire become a principal sub jecT^aftem^ like~Haggard. 
Kipling, DbyTeJConrad as well as in emerging discourses in ethnography, 
colonial administration, theory and economy, the historiography of non- 
European regions, and specialized subjects like Orientalism, exoticism, and 
Uiass psych ology. 

The actual interpretative consequences of this slow and steady structure 
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of attitude and reference articulated by the novel are diverse. I shall specify 
four. The first-is that, in literary history, an unusual organi c continu ity c an 
be seen betw een the ea rlier n arratives that are n ormally not considered to 
ha ve much to do with empire and the later o nes explic i tly abou t it. Kipling 
and Conrad are p repareJ fdf 'fry Austen and Thackeray, Defoe, Scott, and 
Dickens; they are also interestingly connected with their contemporaries 
like Hardy and James, regularly supposed to be only coincidentally as- 
sociated with the overseas exhibits presented by their rather more peculiar 
novelistic counterparts. But both the formal characteristics and the contents 
of all these novelists’ works belong to the same cultural formation, the 
differences being those of ijiflection, emphasis, stress^ 

'S econd.' the structure of attitude arid feference raises the whole ques tion 
of po wgipToday’s critic cannot and should not suddenly give a novel 
legislative or direct political authority: we must continue to remember that 
novels participate in, are part of, contribute to an extremely slow, in- 
finitesimal politics that clarifies, reinforces, perhaps even occasionally ad- 
vances perceptions and attitudes about England and the world. J r is striking 
thatuever,jj)^the4iovel r -is.thatwotldbeyondsefiuexceptassuborxlinateand 
dominated, the En glish presence viewed as reg ulativa-and normative^Kart 

°Cj!l e -J^agrdinaiy.nQ^^ 

ad mits t h at “the flimsy framework of the court’’ 23 cann ot he sustained be- 
caus e i t is a ^fan tasy) t hat c omp romises British power (real) with impartia l 
ju stice for Indians (unre al). Therefore he readily (even with a son of frus- 
trated impatience) dissoTves the scene into India’s “complexity,” which 
twenty-four years before in Kipling’s Kim was just aspreienfTThe main 
difference between the two is that the Jmpinging disturbance of resisting 
nati ves had been thrust on Forster’s awareness . Forster could not ignore 
something that Kipling easily incorporated (as when he rendered even the 
famous “Mutiny” of 1857 as mere waywardness, not as a serious Indian 
objection to British rule). 

There can be no awareness that the novel underscores and accepts the 
disparity in power unless readers actually register the signs in individual 
works, and unless the history of the novel is seen to have the coherence of 
a continuous enterprise. Just as the sustained solidity and largely unwaver- 
ing “departmental view” of Britain’s outlying territories were maintained 
throughout the nineteenth century, so too, in an altogether literary way, was 
the aesthetic (hence cultural) grasp of overseas lands maintained as a part of 
the novel, sometimes incidental, sometimes very important. Its “con - 

whi ch a near unanimity of view ; was sustaine d/That this was done within the 
terms of each medium or discourse (the novel, travel writing, ethnography) 
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and notgn jerms^ irnpa sed fro m-outside, suggests conformity, collaboration, 
willingness but not necessarily an overtly or explicitly held political agenda, 
at least not until later in the century, when the imperial program was itself 
more explicit and more a matter of direct popular propaganda. 

A ^ir^point can best be made by rapid illustration. All through Vanity 
Fair there are allusions to India, but no ne is_anvthing more than inriHpn ral 
to the changes in Becky’s fortunes, or in Dobbin’s, Joseph’s, and Amelia’s 
positions. All along, though, we are made aware of the mou nting contest 
b etween EnglancfanTN apoleon, wiriTitsl^^ 

dhnensionscar^^ Henry James 

was later to call “the international theme ” any more than Thackeray be- 
longs to the club of Gothic novelists like Walpole, Radcliffe, or Lewis who 
set their works rather fancifully abroad. Yet Thackeray and, I would argue, 
all the major English novelists of the mid— nineteenth century, accepted a 
g lobalized world-view and indeed could not (in most cases rf i d notl ignore 

powe r. As we saw in the little example 
cited earlier from Dombey and Son, the domestic order was tied to, located in, 
even illuminated by a specifically English order abroad. Whether it is Sir 
Thomas Bertram s plantation in Antigua or, a hundred years later, the 
Wilcox Nigerian rubber estate, novelists aligned the holding of power and 
privilege abroad with comparable activities at home. 

When we read the novels attentively, we get a far more discriminating 
and subtle view than the baldly “globaT and imperial vision I have described 
thus far. This brings me to the(fourth)consequence of what I have been 
calling the structure of attitude and reference. In insisting on the integrity 
of an artistic work, as we must, and refusing to collapse the various contribu- 
tions of individual authors into a general scheme, we must accept that^the 
stiuc^re eoiine.cting npvd^ one another has^nQ _existence outside the 
novel s thcmselv es , whi ch m can s th at one gets the particular, conc rete expe- 
indjyi dual novels: c onversely that only individual 
novels can animate, articulate, embody the relationship, for instance, be- 
tween England and Africa. This obliges critics to read and analyze, rather 
than only to summarize andjudge^works whose paraphrasable content they 
rnigKFregar^ and morally objectionable. On the one hand, j, 

when in a celebrated essay Chinua Achebe criticizes Conrad’s racism, hef 
either says nothing about or overrides the^ li mi tations_placed .on GenFad hy f 
the novel as an aesthetic form. O n themEirHandT^hebe shows that he# 
understands how the form works when, in some of his own novels, hel 
rewrites — painstakingly and with originality — Conrad . 24 ’ ' 

All of this is especially true of English fiction because only England had 
an overseas empire that sustained and protected itself over such an area, for 
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such a long time, with such envied eminence. It is true that France rivalled 
it, but, as I have said elsewhere, t he French imperial co nsciousness is inter- 
mittent until the late nineteenth century, the actuality too impinged on by 
England, tooT^gmg'nTsystem, profit, extent. In the main, though, the 
nineteenth-century European novel is a cultural form consolidating but also 
refining and articulating the authority of the status quo. However much 
Dickens, for example, stirs up his readers against the legal system, provincial 
schools, or the bureaucracy, his novels finally enact what one critic has called 
a “fiction of resolution .” 25 The most frequent figure for this is the reunifica- 
tion of the family , which in Dickens’s case always serves as a microcosm of 
society. In Austen, Balzac, George Eliot, and Flaubert — to take several 
prominent names together — the consolidation of authority includes, indeed 
is built into the very fabric of, both private property and marriage, institu- 
tions that are only rarely challenged. 

The crucial aspect of what I have been calling the novel’s consolidation 
of authority is not simply connected to the functioning of social power and 
governance, but made to appear both normative and sovereign, that is, 
self-validating i iL the^ course of the narrative . This is paradoxical only if one 
forgets that t he consti tu tion of a narrative subject, however abnormal or 
unusuakis still a social a« behind. or inside it 


the authority of h istory an d s o ci e ty. There is first the aut hority of the 
author— -someone writing out the processes of society in an acceptable 
institutionalized manner, observing conventions, following patterns, and so 
forth. Then there is the authority of the narrator, w hose discourse anchors 
the narrative in recognizable, and hence existentially referential, circum- 
stances. Last, there is what might be called thejuxhority-of^heTornrnunity-, 
whpse representative most often is the family h ut also is the nation the 
specific locality, an d the concrete historical momen t. Together these func- 
tioned most energetically, most noticeably, during the early nineteenth 
century as the novel opened up to history in an unprecedented way. Con- 
rad’s Marlow inherits all this directly. 

Lukacs studied with remarkable skill the emer gence of history in th e 
■ Europ&au no vel 2 6 — how Stendhal and particularly Scott place their narra- 
tives in and as part of a public history, making that history accessible to 
everyone and not, as before, only to kings and aristocrats. The novel is thus 
a concretely historical narrative shaped by the real history of real nations. 
Defoe locates Crusoe on an unnamed island somewhere in an outlying 
region, and Moll is sent to the vaguely apprehended Carolinas, but Thomas 
Bertram and Joseph Sedley derive specific wealth anispecifie-benefits-from 
historically annexed territories — the QriBBeanlind India, respectively — at 
specific historical moments. And, as Lukacs shows so persuasively, Scott 
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constructs theJB ritish po lity in the^Drm^^JnstoricaLsodeSLJ^orki^J^ 
wav out of foreign adventures 2 7 (the Crusades, for exa mple ) and internecine 
domestic confl i c t (the 1745 rebellion, t he wani ng Highland tribes) to become 
the settled metropolis resistmgTocal revolution and continental provocation 
with equal success. In France, history confirms the post-revolutionary reac- 
tion embodied by the Bourbon restoration, and Stendhal chronicles its — to 
him — lamentable achievements. Later Flaubert does much the same for 1848. 
But the novel is assisted also by the historical wor k of Michelet and Macau- 
lay. wh ose narra?ves adg'density to the texture ^rnaaonal~iden 5 ty. 

The appropriation of history, the historicization of the past, the narrativi- 
zation of society, all of which give the novel its force, include the accumula- 
tion and differentiation of social space, space to be used for social purposes. 
This is much more apparent in late-nineteenth-century, openly colonial 
fiction: in Kipling’s India, for example, where the natives and the Raj inhabit 
differenilyjordained spaces, and where with his extraordinary genius Kipling 
devised Kim, a marvelous character whose youth and energy allow him to 
explore both spaces, grossing from one to the other with daring grace as if 
to confound the authority of colonial barriers. The barriers within social 
space exist in Conrad too, and in Haggard, in Loti, in Doyle, in Gide, 
Psichari, Malraux, Camus, and Orwell. 

Underlying social space are territories, lands, geographical domains, the 
actual geographical underpinnings of the imperial, and also the cultural 

contest. T o think about d istant-places to colonize them, to populate or 

d epopulate them: all of this occurs on, about, or be cause oJdandJThe actual 
geographical possession of land is what empire in the final analysis is all 
about At the moment when a coincidence occurs between real control and 
power, the idea of what a given place was (could be, might become), and an 
actual place — at that moment the struggle for empire is launched. = This 
coincidence is the logic both fo r Westerners taking possession o f land and, 
during decolonization, for resisting natives reclaiming it. fmperiallsrirand 


the culture associated withjt affirm b o th the pri macy of geography and an 
ideology about control of territory. The geographical sense makes projec- 
tions — imaginative, cartographic, military, economic, historical, or in a gen- 
eral sense cultura l. It also makes possible the construction of yaricmsTanHs 
of knowledge , all of them in one way or another dependent upon the 
perceived character and destiny of a particular geography. 

Three fairly restricted points should be made here. First, the spatial 
differentiations so apparent in late-nineteenth-century novels do not simply 
and suddenly appear there as a passive reflection of an aggressive “age of 
empire,” but are derived in a continuum from earlier social discriminations 
already authorized in earlier historical and realistic novels. 
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Jane Austen sees the legitimacy of Sir Thomas Bertram’s overseas proper- 
ties as a natural extension of the calm, the order, the beauties of Mansfield 
Park, oqe-ceBtraLestat e val idating the economicall-y-supportive role of-the- 
^enpheraLothfilLAnd even whereTdlohies are no t insistent ly or even per- 
ceptibly in evidence, the narrative sanctions afsp atial moral order,: whether 
in the communal restoration of the town of Middleinarch centrally impor- 
tant during a period of national turbulence, or in the outlying spaces of 
deviation and uncertainty seen by Dickens in London’s underworld, or in 
the Bronte stormy heights. 

A second point. As the conc lusions of the novel confirm and highlight an 
un derlying hie rarchy of family, prope^fiy,Tafr6h7theTe is also a ve ry strong 
to~ the~ h~ie~raf cTiyr THe astounding power of the 
scen e in meaFHouse where Lady Dedlock is seen sobbing at the grave of her 
long dead husband grounds what we have felt about her secret past — her cold 
and inhuman presence, her disturbingly unfertile authority — in the grave- 
yard to which as a fugitive she has fled. This contrasts not only with the 
disorderly jumble of the Jellyby establishment (with its eccentric ties to 
Africa), but also with the favored house in which Esther and her guardian- 
husband live. The narrative explores, moves through, and finally endows 
these places with confirmatory positive and/or negative values. 

This moral commensuration in the interplay between narrative and do- 
mestic space is extendable, indeed reproducible, in the world beyond metro- 
politan centers like Paris or London. In turn such French or English places 
have a kind of export value: whatever is good or bad about pl aces at home 
i s shipped out and assigned compara ble virtue or vice abroad. When in his 
inaugural lecture in 1870 as Slade Professor at Oxford, Ruskin speaks of 
England’s pure race, he can then go on to tell his audience to turn England 
into a “country again [that is] a royal throne of kings; a s ceptred jsle, for all 
the world a source of light, a centre of peace .” The allusion to^pkespea^ 
is meant to re-establish and relocate a p referential feeling f or EnglancT This 
time, however, Ruskin conceives of England as functioning formally on a 
world scale; the feelings of approbation for the island kingdom that Shake- 
speare had imagined principally but not exclusively confined at home are 
ra ther startlingly mobilized for im perial, indeed aggressively colonialser- 
jdpejkpome colonists, found “colonies as fast and as far as [you are] able,” 
he seems to be saying. 28 

jf My third point is that such domestic cultural enterprises as narrative 
/fictionand history (once again I emphasize the n arrative component 1 ) are 
' prermsed‘o"nfheTecording, ordering, observing powers of the central autho- 
rizing subject, or ego. To say of this subject, in a quasi-tautological manner, 
that it writes because it can write is to refer not only to domestic society but 
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to the outlying world. The capacity to represent, portray, characterize, and 
depict is not easily available to just any member of just any society; more- 
over, the “what” and “how” in the representation of “things,” while allowing 
for considerable individual freedom, are circumscribed and socially regu- 
lated. We have become very<awarejn recent years of the constraints upo n 
the cultural representation of^vV Omen, and the pressures that go into the 
created representaaons_o f inferior c la sses and races. In all these areas — 
gender, class, and race criticism has correctly focussed upon the institu- 
tional forces in modern Western societies th at shape and set limits on th e 
^ representation of what are considered essentially subordinate bein gs: thus 
representation itself has been characterized as keeping the subordinate sub- 
ordinate, the inferior inferior. 


( H ) 


Jane Austen and Empire 


w 


e are on solid ground with V. G. Kiernan when he says that “em- 


u res must 


reflexes to 


jatQ,and youthful nations dream of a great place in the world as young men 
dream of fame and fortunes.” 29 It is, as I have been saying throughout, too 
simple and reductive to argue that everything in European or American 
culture therefore prepares for or consolidates the grand idea of empire. It is 

in narrative, political theory, or pictorial technique— th at enabled, enc our- 


iierwise assured 


rest s readines s to assume and 


e -?P?I?^ 5 £? oL?IDE.ire Jf there was cultural resistance to the notion of an 
imperial mission, there was not much support for that resistance in the main 
departments of cultural thought. Liberal though he was, John Stuart Mill — 
as a telling case in point— could still say, “The sacred duties which civilized 
nations owe to the independence and nationality of each other, are not 
blPijigg.lowgrds jhose to.^hQrrunationdity aad Jil dependence are certain 

Weas like this were not original with 
Mill; they were already current in the English subjugation of Ireland during 
the sixteenth century and, as Nicholas Canny has persuasively demon- 
strated, were equally useful in the ideology of English colonization in the 
Americas. 30 Almost all colonial schemes begin wi th an assumption of native 
backwardness and general inadequacy to belnHejpehd'ent, “equal." and fit 
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Why that should be so, why sacred obligation on one front should not be 
binding on another, why rights accepted in one may be denied in another, 
are questions best understood in the terms of a culture well-g rnnndpd in 
moraL economic, and even metaphysical norms designed to aoorove a 


satisfyingJocal, that is European, Q jder and to permit the abrogation of th e 
r ight to a similar order abroad. S uch a statement may appear preposterous 
or extreme. In fact, it formulates the connection between Europe’s well- 
being and cultural identity on the one hand and, on the other, the subjuga- 
tion of imperial realms overseas rather too fastidiously and circumspectly. 
Part of our difficulty today in accepting any connection at all is that we tend 
tp reduce this complicated matter to an appar ently simple causal one. which 
i p turn produces a rhe toric of b lame and defe nsiveness. I am not saying that 
the major factor in early European culture was that it caaWlate-nineteenth- 
century imperialism, and I am not implying that all the problems of the 
formerly colonial world should be blamed on Europe. I am saying, however, 
that European culture often, if not always, characterized itself in such a way 
as simultaneously to v alklaieitS-fl Wii preferences while a l so advocatin gthose 
preferences in conjunction with distant imperial rule. Mill certainly did: he 
always recommended that India not be given independence. When for vari- 
ous reasons imperial rule concerned Europe more intensely after 1880, this 
schizoph renic habit b ecame useful. 

The first thing to be done now is more or less to jettison simple causality 
in thinking through the relationship between Europe and the non-European 
world, and l essening the hold o n o ur thought of the equally simple tempora l 
sequence. We must not admit any notion, for instance, that proposes to show 
that Words worth, Austen, or Coleridge, because they wrote before 1857, 
actually caused the establishment of formal British governmental rule over 
India after 1857. We should try to discern instead a counterpoint between 
o.v ert patterns in Briti sh writing about Britain ami-tepreignt ations of the 
^ 9 B 2 EyondItEi]^^SjiiisrThiImESnZmQdfi^PLthkxQiuiteEpoint is 
n ot temporal but s patia|. jHow do writers in the period before the great age 
df^xpicitTi^ografinfiatic colonial expansion — the “scramble for Africa,” 
say — situate and see themselves and their work in the larger world? We shall 
find them using striking but careful strategies, many of them derived from 
expected sources — positive ideas of home, of a nation and its language, of 
proper order, good behavior, moral values. 

But positive ideas of this sort do more than validate “our” world. They 
also tend to devalu e, other worlds an d, perhaps more significantly from a 
retrospective point of view, they-do^t-tu^imt^ 4 nhibijLor gi v e res i stance 
tojigrrendously-tmattia ctive imper i alist pra ctices^ No, cultural forms like 
the nqvel or the opera do not cause people to go out and imperialize — 
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Carlyle did not drive Rhodes directly, and he certainly cannot be "blamed” 
for the problems in today’s southern Africa — but i t is gen uinel y rmu hljng^i-n 
see how little Britain’s great humanistic ideas, institutions, and monuments, 


which we still celebrafe aS 


lower ahistoncally to command our 


gjOC£S&~We are entitled to ask how this body of humanistic ideas co-existed 
so comfortably with imperialism, and why — until the resistance to imperial- 
ism in the imperial domain, among Africans, Asians, Latin Americans, devel- 
oped — there was little significant opposition or deterrence to empire at 
home. Perhaps the custom of distinguishing “our” home and order from 
“theirs” grew into a harsh political rule for accumulating more of “them” to 
rule, study, and subordinate. In the great, humane ideas and values promul- 
gated by mainstream European culture, we have precisely that “mnnli - n f 
i 4 eas or condi tioned_jgflexes" of which Kiernan speaks, into which the 
whole business of empire later flowed. 

The extent to which these ideas are actually invested in geographical 
distinctions between real places is the subject of Raymond Williams’s richest 
book, The Country and the City. His argument concerning the interplay be- 
tween rural and urban places in England admits of the most extraordinary 
transformations — from the pastoral populism of Langland, through Ben 
Jonson’s country-house poems and the novels of Dickens’s London, right up 
to visions of the metropolis in twentieth-century literature. Mainly, of 
course, the_boC)lLjs._ab©ut-lio-w_.English^culnjre„has dealt with land, its 
.possession, imagination, and organization . And while he does address the 
export of England to the colonies, Williams does so, as I suggested earlier, 
in a less focussed way and less expansively than the practice actually war- 
rants. Near the end of The Country and the City he volunteers that “from at 
least the mid— nineteenth century, and with important instances earlier, 
there was this larger context J the relationship between England and the 
colonies, whose effects on the English imagination “have gone deeper than 
can easily be traced ] Wlthin_which e very idea and every image was co n- 
s ciously and unconsciously affected ?’ He goes on quickly to cite “the idea 
of emigration to the colonies” as one such image prevailing in various novels 
by Dickens, the Brontes, Gaskell, and rightly shows that “new rural socie- 
ties, all of them colonial, enter the imaginative metropolitan economy of 
English literature via Kipling, early Orwell, Maugham. After 1880 there 
comes a “ dramatic extension of landscape and social relations”: this corre- 
sponds more or less exactly with the great age of empife.^ 

It is dangerous to disagree with Williams, yet I would venture to say that 
if one began to look for something like an imperial map of the world in 
English literature, it would turn up with amazing insistence and frequency 


amazing insistence and 
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well before the mid-nine teenth century. And turn up not only with the inert 
regularity suggesting sometHin g^t aken for grante d, but — more . interest- 
ingly — -jhxeadedriirough, forming a vitarpartofthe texture of linguistic and 
™.l3iLaLpractice. There wereestablished EnglisE offshore interests InTTre- 
land, America, the Caribbean, and Asia from the sixteenth century on, and 
even a quick inventory reveals poets, philosophers, historians, dramatists, 
statesmen, novelists, travel writers, chroniclers, soldiers, and fabulists who 
prized, cared for, and traced these interests with continuing concern. (Much 
of this is well discussed by Peter Hulme in Colonial Encounters ,) 32 Similar 
points may be made for France, Spain, and Portugal, not only as overseas 
powers in their own right, but as competitors with the British. How can we 
examine these interests at work in modern England before the age of empire, 
i.e., during the period between 1800 and 1870? 

We would do well to follow Williams’s lead, and l ook first at rha tjerinH 
of crisis following upon Eng l and’s wid e-scale land enclosure at the end of 
t he eighteentlT cfinniry. The old organic ruraT communities were dissolved 
and new ones forged under the impulse of parliamentary activity, industrial- 
ization, and demographic dislocation, but there also occurred a new process 
ofrelocatiri g E , ng la n d-(and-in..F.raBC£^EEance)-wiihin_a much larger circle of 
thg.w.QrlAm a .p,.Dunng the first half of the eighteenth century, Anglo-French 
competition in North America and India was intense; in the second half 
there were numerous violent encounters between England and France in the 
Americas, the Caribbean, and the Levant, and of course in Europe itself. The 
m a j 0 r TI^KQnianti£_iitexaXuxe in France and England contains a constant 
stream of references to the overseas dominions: one thinks not only of 
various Encyclopedists, the Abbe Raynal, de Brasses, and Volney, but also 
of Edmund Burke, Beckford, Gibbon, Johnson, and William Jones. 

In 1902 J. A. Hobson described imperialism as th e expansion of nationalit y 
i mplying that the p jocess^was-UBderstandahle-mainlv bv considering exp an- 
sion as the mo re-impor tant of the two terms, since “nationality” was a fully 
ibrmedTfixed quantit yilwhereas a century before it was still in the process 
of beingformed, at home and abroad as well. In Physics and Politics (1887) Walter 
Bagehot speaks with extraordinary relevance of “nation-making.” Between 
France and Britain in the late eighteenth century there were two contests: 
the battle for strategic gains abroad — in India, the Nile delta, the Western 
Hemisphere — and the battle for a triumphant nationality. Both battles con- 
^yVtrast “E nglishness” with “the Fren ch.” and no matter how intimate and 
closeted the supposed English or French “essence” appears to be, it was 
almost always thought of as being (as_.app.Qse^^ and being 

fought out with the other great competitor. Thackeray’s Becky Sharp, for 
example, is as much an upstart as she is because of her half-French heritage. 
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Earlier in the century, the upright abolitionist posture of Wilberforce and his 
allies developed partly out of a desire to make life harder for French 
hegemony in the Antilles. 34 

T hese consi derations suddenly provide a fascinatingly expanded dimen- 
sionjojMgg^^35^ ^i4)',~ Th e~ffi^t explidtT njts ideo logicaTund-moral 
a ffirmations of Auste n’s novels. Williams once again is in general dead right 
Austen’s novels express an “attainable quality of life,” in money and prop- 
erty acquired, moral discriminations made, the right choices put in place, the 
correct “improvejnents” implemented, the finely nuanced language affirmed 
and classified. Yet, Williams continues, 


What [Cobbett] names, riding past on the road, are<clgsses;'Jane Austen, 
from inside the houses, can never see that, for all the intricacy of her 
social description. AIL her discrinrinationjs , understan dably, internal. 
and exclusiv e. She is concerned with the conduct of people who, in the 
complications of improvement, are rep eatedly trying to make them- 
selves into a class. But where only one class is seen, nd "claSseT”are 
seen. 3S 


As a general description of how Austen manages to elevate certain “moral 
discriminations” into “an independent value,” this is excellent. Where Mans- 
field Park is concerned, however, a good deal more needs to be said, giving 
greater explicitness and width to Williams’s survey. Perhaps then Austen, 
and indeed, pre-imperialist novels generally, will appear to be more impli- 
cated in the rationale for imperialist expansion than at first sight they have 
been. 

After Lukaes and Proust, we have become so accustomed to thinking of 
the novel’s plot and structure as constituted mainly by temporality that we 
have overlooked the function of space, geography, and location. For it is not 
only the very young Stephen Dedalus, but every other young protagonist 
before him as well, who sees himself in a^wMenin^^iral^l honifi,.m Ireland, 
injjhfijyorld. Like many other novels, Mansfield Park is very precisely about 
a series of both.small-and jarge dislo cations- and relo caaeas-in space that 
occur before, at the end of the novel, Fanny Price, the niece, becomes the 
spiritual mistress of Mansfield Park. And that place itself is located by 
Austen at the center of an arc of interests and concerns spanning the 
hemisphere, two major seas, and four continents. 

As in Austen’s other novels, the central group that finally emerges with 
marriage and property “ordained” is not based exclusively upon blood. Her 
novel enacts the disaffiliation (in the literal sense) of some members of a 
family, and the affiliation between others and one or two chosen and tested 
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outsiders: in other words, 


are not enough to assure 


F anny Price — the poor niece, the orphaned child from the outlying city of 
Portsmouth, the neglected, demure, and upright wallflower— gradually ac- 
quires a status commensurate with, even superior to, that of most of her 
more fortunate relatives. In this pattern of affiliation and in her assumption 
of authority, Fanny Price is relativel y passive JShe resists the misdemeanors 
and the importunings of others, and very occasionally she ventures actions 
on her own: all in all, though, one has the impression that Austen has designs 
for iier that Fanny herself can scarcely co mprehend, just as throughout the 
novel Fanny is thought of by everyone as “comfort” and “acquisition” 
despite herself. Like Kipling’s Kim O’Hara, F anny is bo th device and instru- 
rnenijn a larggx.p.atiern, as well as a fully fledged novelistic character. 




aut hority_th at her own impoverished experience cannot provide. Her con- 
scious connections are to some people and to some places. but the novel 
reveals other connections of which she has faint glimmerings that neverthe- 
less demand her presence and service. She comes into a situation that opens 
with an intricate set of moves which, taken together, demand sorting out, 
adjustment, and rearrangement. Sir Thomas Bertram has been captivated by 
one Ward sister, the others have not done well, and “an absolute breach” 
opens up; their “circles were so distinct,” the distances between them so 
great that they have been out of touch for eleven years; 36 fallen on hard 
times, the Prices seek out the Bertrams. Gradually, and even though she is 
not the eldest, Fanny becomes the focus of attention as she is sent to 
Mansfield Park, there to begin her new life. Similarly, the Bertrams have 
given up London (the result of Lady Bertram’s “little ill health and a great 
deal of indolence”) and come to reside entirely in the country. 


su stains this life materially is the Bertram estate in Antigma , whioh 
i s not doing well. Austen takes pains to show us two apparently disparate but 
actually convergent processes: the growth of Fanny’s importance to the 
Bertrams’ economy, i ncluding Ant igua, and Fanny’s own steadfastness in the 
face of numerous challenges, threats, and surprises. In both, Austen’s imagi- 
nation works with a steel-like rigor through a mode that we might call 
geograph ical an d spatial clarification . Fanny’s ignorance when she arrives at 
Mansfield as a frightened ten-year-old is signified by her inability to “put the 
map of Europe together,” 37 and for much of the first half of the novel the 
action is concern ed with a whole range of issue s whose common denomina- 
c tor, misused or misunderstoo d, is space: not only is Sir Thomason Antigua 
to make things better there and at Home, but at Mansfield Park, Fanny, 
Edmund, and her aunt Norris negotiate where she is to live, read, and work, 
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where fires are to be lit; the friends and cousins concern themselves with the 
improvement of estates, and the importance of chapels (i.e., religious author- 
ity) to domesticity is envisioned and debated. When, as a device for stirring 

is polarizingly acute. She cannot participate, cannot easily accept that rooms 
if'l i /\ A for living are turned into theatrical space, although, with all its confusion of 

' v -- / roles and purposes, the play, Kotzebue’s Lovers’ Vows, is prepared for anyway. 

We are to surmise, I think, thatjyhile^rJChQmasJs away tendingjhis 
co lonial g arden, a number of JfleyitaMe— n»smea iurements^ ?expll atlv as- 
s ociated witFfemmine “lawlessness”) w ill occur. These are apparenfnot 
only in innocent strolls by the three pairs of young friends through a park, 
in which people lose and catch sight of one another unexpectedly, but most 
clearly in the various flirtations and engagements between the young men 
and women left without true parental authority, Lady Bertram being indif- 
ferent, Mrs. Norris unsuitable. Th ere is spam jngJuuuiendo. perilous taking 
pn_ofjL0.1es: all of this of course crystallizes in preparations for the play, in 
which something dangerously close to libertinage is about to be (but never 
is) enacted. Fanny, whose earlier sense of alienation, distance, and fear 
derives from her first uprooting, now becomes a sort ofsurrogate conscience 
about what is right and how far is too much. Yet she has no power to 
implement her uneasy awareness, and until Sir Thomas suddenly returns 
from “abroad,” the rudderless drift continues. 

When he does appear, preparations for the play are immediately stopped, 
and in a passage remarkable for its executive dispatch, Austen narrates the 
re-establishment of Sir Thomas’s local rule: 

It was a busy morning with him. Conversation with any of them 
occupied but a small part of it. He had to reinstate himself in all the 
wonted concerns of his Mansfield life, to see his steward and his 
bailiff — to examine and compute — and, in the intervals of business, to 
walk into his stables and his gardens, andj iearest plantations; but active 
and methodical, he had not only done all this before he resumed his 
seat as master of the house at dinner, he had also set the carpenter to 
work in pulling down what had been so lately put up in the billiard 
room, and given the scene painter his dismissal, long enough to justify 
the pleasing belief of his being then at least as far off as Northampton. 
The scene painter was gone, having spoilt only the floor of one room, 
ruined all the coachman’s sponges, and made five of the under-servants 
idle and dissatisfied; and Sir Thomas was in hopes that another day or 
j two would suffice to wipe. . away -e very outward memento of what had 

! 

j ( alc. J) 


things up, the Crawfords suggest a play 


:tfreir back 


lis significant , 


trance that hangs a 
anny’s discomfiture 
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been^evgnjtorii e destruction of every unbound copy of ‘Lovers’ Vow s’ 
house, for he was burning th at rtiet his6ye 3 8 

The force of this paragraph is unmistakable. Not only is this a Crusoe 
setting things in order: it is also an early Protestan t eliminating all tT^Tf 
frivolous behavior. There is nothing in Mansfield Park that would contradict 
us, however, were we to assume that S ir Thomas does exactly the same 

Whatever was 

wrong there— and the internal evidence garnered by Warren Roberts sug- 
gests that economic depression, slavery, and competition with France were 
at issue 39 — Sir Thomas was able to fix, thereby maintaining hi^contrbl over 
is colonial domain. More clearly than anywhere else in her fiction, "Austen 
h er ^-iY5£li£on^s_domestit_with international authority, makim/ir „i.;„ 

PrognetJ-.-m^^ 

jemtor^She sees clearlytKat to hold and rule Mansfield Park is to hold and 
rule an imperial estate in close, not to say inevitable association .with it. 
What assures the domestic tranquility and attractive harmony of one is the 
productivity and regulated discipline of the other. 

Before both can be frilly secured, however, Fanny must become more 
actively mvolved in the unfolding action. From frightened and often victim- 
ized poor relation she is gradually transformed into a directly participating 
member of the Bertram household at Mansfield Park. For this I believe 
Austen designed the second part of the book, which contains not only the 
failure of the Edmund-Mary Crawford romance as well as the disgraceful 
profligacy of Lydia and Henry Crawford, but Fjm ny P ri ce ’s red iscovery and 
^^-^[j^rPortsmouf h hom e, the injury and incapacitatioiTofTom 
Bertram (the eldest son), andTh^launching of William Price’s naval career. 
This entire ensemble of relationships and events is finally capped with 
Edmund s marriage to Fanny, whose place in Lady Bertram’s household is 
taken by Susan Price, her sister. It is no exaggeration to interpret the 
concluding sections of Mansfield Park as the coronation of air arguably 
unnaturaijor at very least, illogical) .principle at the heart of a desired 
Enjhsh orde'rrThe audacity o^ by her 

voice, which despite its occasional archness is understated and notably 
modest But we should not misconstrue the limited references to the outside 
world, her lightly stressed allusions to work, process, and class, her apparent 
ability to abstract (in Raymond Williams’s phrase) “an e veryday un compro- 
mismgmorahty which is in the end separable from 'its sotiaLbasis.” [ n f ar t 

Austenis^fiFsTTiiffideni;'^”mrjfeleve^ — ~ ~ 

The clues are to be found in Fanny, or rather in how rigorously we are 
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able to consider her. True, her visit to her original Portsmouth home, where 
her immediate family still resides, upsets the aesthetic and emotional bal- 
ance she has become accustomed to at Mansfield Park, and true she has 
begun to take its wonderful luxuries for granted, even as being essential. 
These are fairly routine and natural consequences of getting used to a new 
place. But Austen is talking about two other matters we must not mistake. 



she takes stock of things after she gets to Portsmouth, this is not merely a 
matter of expanded space. 





Fanny was almost stunned. The smallness of the house, and thinness of 
the walls, brought every thin g so close to her, that, added to the fatigue 
of her journey, and all her recent agitation, she hardly knew how to 
bear it. Within the room all was tranquil enough, for Susan having 
disappeared with the others, there were soon only her father and herself 
remaining; and he taking out a newspaper — the accustomary loan of a 
neighbour, applied himself to studying it, without seeming to recollect 
her existence. The solitary candle was held between himself and the 
paper, without any reference to her possible convenience; but she had 
nothing to do, and was glad to have the light screened from her aching 
head, as she sat in bewildered, broken, sorrowful contemplation. 

She was at home. But alas! it was not such a home, she had not such 
a welcome, as — she checked herself; she was unreasonable. ... A day 


or two might shew the difference. Sfo only was to blame. Yet jhe 
though t it would notha ve been so at MansfieldZ NSTuT'her uncle’s 
house there would have been a consideration of times and seasons,^ 
regulation of subject, a propriety, an attention towards every /body 
which there was not here.^ — ' - l — - 



I n_too-smalTa-space, y ou^c-annot see. clearly, you cannot think clearly, you 
CAnflQLJbay g regulation or a ttention of the proper sort. The fineness “of 
Austen’s detail (“thesoGtary candle was held between himself and the paper, 
without any reference to her possible convenience”) renders very precisely 
the dangers of unsociability, of lonely insularity, of diminished awareness 
that are rectified in larger and better administered spaces. 

That such spaces are not available to Fanny by direct inheritance, legal 
title, by propinquity, contiguity, or adjacence (Mansfield Park and Ports- 
mouth are separated by many hours’ journey) is precisely Austen’s point. To 
earn the right to Mansfield Park you must first leave home as a kind of 
indentured servant or, to put the case in extreme terms, as a kind of 
tran sported commo dity — this, clearly, is the fate of Fanny and her brother 

'fit. 
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William — but then you have the promise of future wealth. I think Austen 
sees what Fannx does as a domest ic or sma ll-scale move meat. in space _that 
c orresponds to the larger, more openly colon ial movem ent s of Sir Thomas, 
h e r mentor , thejna n whose estate s heinherits. The two movements depend 
on each other. 

The second more complex matter about which Austen speaks, albeit 
indirectly, raises an interesting theoretical issue. Austen’s awareness of em- 
pire is obviously very different, alluded to very much more casually, than 
Conrad’s or Kipling’s. In her time the British were extremely active in the 
Caribbean and in South America, notably Brazil and Argentina. Austen 
seems only vaguely aware of the details of these activities, although the 
sense that extensive West Indian plantations were important was fairly 
widespread in metropolitan England. Antigua and Sir Thomas’s trip there 
have a definitive function in Mansfield Park , which, I have been saying, is 
b oth incidental, referred to only in passing, and absolutel y crucial to the 

a ction. How are we to assess Austen’s few references to Antigua, and what 

are we to make of them interpretatively? 

My contention is that by that very odd combination of casualness and 
stress, Austen reveals herself to be a ssuming (ju st as Fanny assumes, in both 
senses of the word) dtejmpcuxance-of-aa^ 

Let me go further. Since Austen refers to and uses Antigua as she does in 
Mansfield Park, there needs to be a commensurate effort on the part of her 
readers to understand concretely the historical valences in the reference; to 
put it differently, we should try to understand what s he referred t o, why sh e 
gavgjt_ the importance she did, and why inde ed shiTmadethecKotce, for she 
mightjxave_d g_ne something different to establrihS 
us now calibrate the signifying power of the references to Antigua in'Mans- 
field Park; how do they occupy the place they do. what are rhev doing rhprpJ 

According to Austen we are to conclude that no matter how isolated and 
insulated the English place (e.g., Mansfield Park), it requires overseas s uste- 
nance. Sir Thomas’s property in the Caribbean would have had to b e a sugar 
plantation maintained by slave labo r (not abolished until the 1830s): theseare 
not dead historical facts but, as Austen certainly knew, e vident historica l 
realities. B efore the Anglo-French competition the major distinguishing 
characteristic of Western empires (Roman, Spanish, and Portuguese) was 
that the earlier empires were bent on loot, as Conrad puts it, on the transport 
of treasure from the colonies to Europe, with very little attention to devel- 
opment, organization, or system within the colonies themselves; Britain and, 
to a lesser degree, France both wanted to make their empires long- term. 
...profitable, ongoing concer ns, and they competed in this enterprise, nowhere 
more so than in the colonies of the Caribbean, where the transport of slaves, 
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the functioning of large sugar plantations, and the development of sugar 
markets, which raised the issues of protectionism, monopolies, and price — 
all these were more or less constantly, competitively at issue. 

Far from being nothing much “out there,” British colonial possessions in 
the Antilles and Leeward Islands were during Jane Austen’s time a crucial 
setting for Anglo-French colonial competition. Revolutionary ideas from 
F ranee were being exported there, and there was a steady decline in British 
profits: the French sugar plantations were producing more sugar at less cost. 
However, slave rebellions in and out of Haiti were incapacitating France 
and spurring British interests to intervene more directly and to gain greater 
local power. Still, compared with its earlier prominence for the home mar- 
ket, British Caribbean sugar production in the nineteenth century had to 
compete with alternative sugar-cane supplies in Brazil and Mauritius, the 
emergence of a European beet-sugar industry, and the gradual dominance 
of free-trade ideology and practice. 

In Mansfield Park — both in its formal characteristics and in its contents — a 
number of these currents converge. The most important is th e, avowedly 
c pmplete s ubordination of colony to metro polis. Sir./Tho mas, absent from 
Mansfield Park, iTneverseen as l )r fj-f«rin ~A~nngua, w hich elicits at m ost a 
ha lf d o ze n refermcesja..thfi.jiQvel. There is a passage7a”part of Chichi 
quoted earlier, from John Stuart. Mill’s Principles of Political Economy that 
catches the spirit of Austen’s use of Antigua. I quote it here in full: 


These [outlying possessions of ours] ajeJiaidly-to-b&-4e©ked-4ip©H-as~'* 
CQuntriespearrying on an exchange of commodities with other coun- 
tries, but more properly as . outlying agricultural or manufacturin g 
e states belong i ng to a larger community. O ur West Indian colonies, for 
example, cannot be regarded as countries with a productive capital of 
their own . . . [but are rather] the p 1 ace. whfi.re En glandfind s it con ve- 
nient to carry on th e_p r od u ctio n of . s ugar, coffee and a few other 
tr opical c o mmoditie s. All the capital employed is En glish cap ital; al- 
most all the industry is carried on for English uses; there is little 
production of anything except for staple commodities, and these are 
sent to England, not to be exchanged for things exported to the colony 
and consumed by its inhabitants, but to be sold in England for the 
benefit of the proprietors there. The trade with the West Indies is 
hardly to be considered an external trade, but t pore resemble s the 
traffic between town and country. 41 


To some extent Antigua is like London or Portsmouth, a less desirable 
setting than a country estate like Mansfield Park, but producing goods to be 


hb j .. ’it~- j.' jb 


Jane Austen ancffytpk& rfku.blogspot.com 91 


consumed by everyone (by the early nineteenth century every Britisher 
used sugar), although owned and maintained by a small group of aristocrats 
and gentry. The....Bmmjn^ i n MansfiddPark are a 

s a^gH P . within the minority, and for them the TslanH is wealth, which 
Austen regards as being converted to propriety, order, and^aTthe end of the 
nove l, comfort , an added goo d. But why “added”? Because, Austen tells us 
pointedly In tEe final chapters, she wants to “restore every body, not greatly 
in fault themselves, to tolerable comfort, and to have done with all the 


This can be interpreted to mean first that the novel has done enough in 
the way of destabilizing the lives of “every body” and must now set them 
at rest: actually Austen says this explicitly, in a bit of meta-fictional impa- 
tience, the novelist commenting on her own work as having gone on long 
enough and now needing to be brought to a close. Second, it can mean that 
“ev ery body” may now be finally permitted to realiz e what it means to be 

wander about or to come 

39° go. ( This does not include young Willi^7w¥brwe assume, will con- 
tinue to roam the seas in the British navy on whatever commercial and 
political missions may still be required. Such matters draw from Austen only 
a last brief gesture, a passing remark about William’s “continuing good 
conduct and rising fame.”) As for those finally resident in Mansfield Park 
itself, more in the way of domesticated advantages is given to these now fully 
acclimatized souls, and to none more than to Sir Thomas. He understands 
for the first time what has been missing in his education of his children, and 
he understands it in the terms paradoxically provided for him by unnamed 
°W B ^g-^ ^j2jq^eak J jhe_wealth of Antigua and the importedl^Spre 
oL Eaflnj^ ^^Nmeliere how the curious alternation of outside and inside 
follows the pattern identified by Mill of th e outside becoming i nside b y 
useandbto use Austen’s word, “disposition”: 


Here [in his deficiency of training, of allowing Mrs. Norris too great a 
role, of letting his children dissemble and repress feeling] had been 
grievous mismanagement; but, bad as it was, he gradually grew to feel 
that it had not been the most direful mistake in gug^lan of education 
Some thing must have been w anting within, or time would have worn 
away much of its ill effect. He Ife^^SaFprinciple, active principle, 
had been wanting, that they had never been properly taug’hTfo^fbve rn 
their inclinations and tempers, by that sense of duty which can alone 
suffice. They had been instructed theoretically in their religion, but 
never required to bring it into daily practice. To be distinguished for 
elegance and accomplishments — the authorized object of their youth — 
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could have had no useful influence that way, no moral effect on the 
mind. He had meant them to be good, but his cares had been directed 
to the understanding and manners, n ot the disposit ion: and of the 
necessity of self-denial and humility, he feared they had never heard 
from any lips that could profit them. 43 

What was wanting within was in fact supplied by the wealth derived from 
a West Indian plantation and a poor provincial relative, both brought in to 
Mansfield Park and set to work. Yet on their own, neither the one nor the 
other could have sufficed; they rgguiieLea di other and then, more importan t 


they need exe 


• reform the rest of 


Bertram circle. All this Austen leaves to her reader to supply in the way of 
literal explication. 

And that is what reading her entails. But all these things having to do with 
the outside brought in seem unmistakably there in the suggestiveness of her 
allusive and abstract language. A principle “wanting within" is, I believe, 
intended to evoke for us memories of Sir Thomas’s absences in Antigua, or 
the sentimental and near- whimsical vagary on the part of the three variously 
deficient Ward sisters by which a niece is displaced from one household to 
another. But that the Bertrams did become better if not altogether good, that 
some sense of duty was imparted to them, that they learned to govern their 
inclinations and tempers and brought religion into daily practice, that they 
dispositionjjdl of this did occur because outside (or rather outly - 

with Fanny the niece its final spiritual mistress, and Edmund the secondin’ 
its spiritual master. 

(< An additional benefit is that Mrs. Norris is dislodged; this is described as 
“the great supplementary comfort of Sir Thomas’s life.” 44 Once the princi- 
ples have been interiorized, the comforts follow: F anny is settled for the time 
being at Thornton Lacey “with every attention to her comfort”; her home 
later becomes “the home of affection and comfort”; Susan is brought in “first 
as a comfort to Fanny, then as an auxiliary, and at last as her substitute” 45 
when the new import takes Fanny’s place by Lady Bertram’s side. The 
P^ tt H r L£ s ^ a j d‘ s ^ e d a t the outset of the novel clearly continues, only now it 


SXgl Z guaranteed rationale . This is the rationale that Raymond WilliaT^ 
describes as an everyday, uncompromising morality which is in the end 
separable from its social basis and which, in other hands, can be turned 
against it.” 

I have tried to show that the morality in fact is not separable from its social 
basis: right up to the last sentence, Austen affirm sjmdLrcpearsthe ppnpraphi- 
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gajjTOCsssofgxBa nsion involv ingjjadgx^rodu ction, and consumption tha t 
T re i!!gs^underJies^a nd guarantee s t h ejnoralitv. And expansion, as Gal- 
lagher reminds us, whether “through colonial rule was liked or disliked, [its] 
desirability through one mode or another was generally accepted. So in the 
even^th ere were few domesdc c onijraint s upon expansion. ” 46 Most critics 
have tended to forget or overlook that process, which has seemed less 
important to critics than Austen herself seemed to th i nk. But interpret ing 
Ja ne Austen depends on who does the interpr eting, when fr is ~done, and '.DQ 

1 5§5j2E^55L_5^^^^^t^sdoneTlf^ith feminists, wi^*^eaTcuitural 

ffifics sensitive to hisfr^dd^Ii^e Williams, with cultural and stylistic 
interpreters, we have been sensitized to the issues their interests raise, we 
should now proceed to regard the geographical division of the world— after 
all significant to Mansfield Park — as^ not neutral (any more than class and 
gende r are neu tral) buiMpolitic^ 

rfucidatioiTTtsctmsiderable proportions require. The question is thus not 
only how to understand and with what to connect Austen’s morality and its 
social basis, but also what to read of it. 

Take once again the casual references to Antigua, the ease with which Sir 
Thomas’s needs in England are met by a Caribbean sojourn, the uninflected, 
unreflective citations of Antigua (or the Mediterranean, or India, which is 
where Lady Bertram, in a fit of distracted impatience, requires that William 
should go “ ‘that I may have a shawl. I think I will have two shawls.’ ”) 47 
They stand for a^significance “out there” that fr a mes th e genuinely imoor- 
t a nt_action_fergJ)u t not for a great s igriifi cance. Yet these sig ns nf “abroad” 
include^ eyen as they repress , a rich and complex history, which has since 
achieved a status that the Bertrams, the Prices, and Austen herself would not, 
could not recognize. To call this “the Third World” begins to deal with the 
realities but by no means exhausts the political or cultural history. 

We~-musr_Jir s LJ :a ke...sij3c k of Mansfield Park's prefiguratio m of a later 
English histo ry__as_registgre d in fiction . The Bertrams’ usable colony Jn 
Mansfield Park can be read as pointing forward to Charles Gould’s San Tom£ 
mine in Nostromo, or to the Wilcoxes’ Imperial and West African Rubber 
Company in Forster’s Howards End, or to any of these distant but convenient 
treasure spots in Great Expectations, Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea, Heart of 




JGlI^t 




dome stic reasons, for local metropolitan benefit. If we think ahead to these 
other novels, Sir Thomas’s Antigua readily acquires a slightly greater den- 
sity than the discrete, reticent appearances it makes in the pages of Mansfield 
Park. And already our reading of the novel begins to open up at those points 
where ironically Austen was most economical and her critics most (dare one 
say it?) ne gligent . Her “Antigua” is therefore not just a slight but a definite 
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way of marking the outer limits of what Williams calls domestic improve- 
ments, or a quick allusion to the mercantile venturesomeness of acquiring 
overseas dominions as a source for local fortunes, or one reference among 
many attesting to a historical sensibility suffused not just with manners and 
courtesies but with contests of ideas, struggles with Napoleonic France, 
awareness of seismic economic and social change during a revolutionary 
period in world history. 

Second, we must see “Antigua” held in a precise place in Austen’s moral 
geography, and in her prose, by historical changes that her novel rides like 


t he slave trade. susa r...and-the-.col QniaLpI a nter class; as a social type Sir 
Thomas would have been familiar to eighteenth- and early-nineteenth- 
century readers who knew the powerful influence of the class through 
politics, plays (like Cumberland’s The West Indian), and many other public 
activities (large houses, famous parties and social rituals, well-known com- 
mercial enterprises, celebrated marriages). As the old system of protected 
monopoly gradually disappeared and as a new class of settler-planters dis- 
placed the old absentee system, the West Indian interest lost dominance: 
cotton manufacture, an even more open system of trade, and abolition of the 
slave trade reduced the power and prestige of people like the Bertrams, 
whose frequency of sojourn in the Caribbean then decreased. 

Thus S i r Thomas’s infreq uent trips to A ntigua as an absentee plantation 
owner reflect the diminishment in his class’s power Ta feduction ~difectlv 
expressedirTthe title of Lowell Ragatz’s classic The Fall of the Planter Class 
in the British Caribbean, 1763-1$# (1928). But is what is hidden or allusive in 
Austen made sufficiently explicit more than one hundred years later in 
Ragatz? Does the aesthetic silence or discretion of a great novel in 1814 
receive adequate explication in a major work of historical research a full 
century later? Can we assume that the process of interpretation is fulfilled, 
or will it continue as new material comes to light? 

For all his learning Ragatz still finds it in himself to speak of “the Negro 
race” as having the following characteristics: “he stole, he lied, he was 
simple, suspicious, inefficient, irresponsible, lazy, superstitious, and loose in 
his sexual relations.” 48 Such “history” as this therefore happily gave way to 
the rexisiQJ^ like Eric Williams and C.L.R. 

James, and more recently Robin Blackburn, in The Overthrow of Colonial 
Slavery, 1776-1848; in these works s lavery and empire are sh own-te-have 

- Jtion moa opolies^as well as to have been C~po'Wfrrfal4deqf6gT^~s^te ^) 
whose original connec jt^ gone, but 

whose effects continued for decades. 
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The political and moral ideas of the age are to be examined in the very 
closest relation to the economic development. . . . 

An outworn interest, whose bankruptcy smells to heaven in historical 
perspective, can exercise an obstructionist and disruptive effect which 
can only be explained by the powerful services it had previously 
rendered and the entrenchment previously gained. . . . 

Th e ideas built on these interests continue long after the interests have 
b een destroyed and work their old mischie fTwhic^ 
mischievous because the interests to which they corresponded no lon- 
ger exist. 4 * 

Thus Eric Williams in Capitalism and Slavery (1961). TJ^ugaisa^ 
ration, indeed of w riti n g its eIf^is-8 ^a the ^ u esao n.Qfii<jKrgg,Xffhich we 
have seen are at work in aesthetic as well as historical writing, then and now. 
We must not say that since Mansfield Park is a novel, its affiliations with a 
sordid history are irrelevant or transcended, not only because it is irrespon- 
sible to do so, but because we know too much to say so in good faith. H aving 
read Mansfield Park as part of the structure of an expanding imperialist 
venture, qpe cannot simply jcesto re it to the canon of “great literary master- 
pieces”— to which it most certainly belongs— ^ an cTIeif^^ I 

think, the novel steadily, if unobtrusively, opens up a broad expanse of 
domestic imperialist culture without which Britain’s subsequent acquisition 
of territory would not have been possible. 

I have spent time on Mansfield Park to illustrate a type of analysis infre- 
quently encountered in mainstream interpretations, or for that matter in 
readings rigorously based in one or another of the advanced theoretical 
schools. Yet only in the global perspective implied by Jane Austen and her 
characters can the novel’s quite astonishing general position be made clear. 
I think of such a reading as completing or complementing others, not 


discounting or displacing them . And it bears stressing that because Mansfield 
f Park connects the actualities of British power overseas to the domestic 
' imbroglio within the Bertram estate, there is no way of doing such readings 
3 as mine, no way of understanding the “structure of attitude and reference” 
_excegtby_ working through the nov el. Without reading it in full, we would 
fail to understand the strength of that structure and the way it was activated 
and maintained in literature. But in reading it carefully, we can sense how 
ideas about dependent races and territories were held both by foreign-office 
executives, colonial bureaucrats, and military strategists and by intelligent 
novel-readers educating themselves in the fine points of moral evaluation, 
literary balance, and stylistic finish. 

There is a paradox here in reading Jane Austen which I have been 
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impressed by but can in no way resolve. All the evidence says that even the 
most routine aspects of holding slaves on a West Indian sugar plantation 
were cruel stuff. And everything we know about Austen and her values is at 
odds with the cruelty of slavery. Fanny Price reminds hercousin that after 
asking Sir Thomas about the slave trade, “There was such a dead sil gnce^ 0 
as to suggest tha t one wQ ddu^uldjnot-be -connected with the other since 
there simp ly is no common language for b oth. That is true. But wha t 
s timuiatesTHe extraordinarv discrepancy inm J4&4frAa-dse . decline, and fall 
o f the British empire itself and, in its aftermath, the emerge nce of a post- 
colonial consciousness. In order more accurately to read works Wk&Mdnsfield 
Park, we have to see them in the main as resisting or avoiding that oth er 
setting, which their formal inclusivene ss, historical honesty, a nd propheti c 
sug gestiveness cannot co mpletely hide TTn timeTKefe wouffno longer be a 
deadsilence ^efrsTavery"was spoken of, and the subject became central to 
a new understanding of what Europe was. 

It would be silly to expect Jane Austen to treat slavery with anything like 
the passion of an abolitionist or a newly liberated slave. Yet what I have 
called the rhetoric of blame, so often now employed by subaltern, minority, 
or disadvantaged voices, attacks her, and others like her, retrospectively, for 
being white, privileged, insensitive, complicit. Yes, Austen belonged to a 
slave-owning society, but do we therefore jettison her novels as so many 


I' 


seriously our intellectual and interpretative vocation t(y %^e^conh ecti r oiis.' 
to deal with as much of the evidence as possible, fully and actual ly, tO' reac{ 
what is there or not there, above all, to see complementarity and interdepen- 
dence instead of isolated, venerated, or formalized experience that excludes 
and forbids the hybridizing intrusions of human history. 

Mansfield Park is a rich work in that its aesthetic intellectual complexity 
requires that longer and slower analysis that is also required by its geograph- 
ical problematic, a novel based in an England relying for the maintenance 
of its style on a Caribbean island. When Sir Thomas goes to and comes from 
Antigua, where he has property, that is not at all the same thing as coming 
to and going from Mansfield Park, where his presence, arrivals, and depar- 
tures have very considerable consequences. BuLgrecisely because Austen is 
so summary in one context, so provocatively richji rriT^ 
becarase oT thSTmbalance we are-able-to-m ove in on the nov eL-xeyeal-and 


becaruse OT tnat imbalance we are_able-i 

[' ■ — - 

accentuate the interdependence scarce!' 


lesser work wears its historical affiliation more plainly; its worldliness is 
simple and direct, the way a jingoistic ditty during the Mahdist uprising or 
the 1857 Indian Rebellion connects directly to the situation and constituency 
that coined it. Mansfield Partfe n codi^s experien ces and does not simply 
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r epeat them . From our later perspective we can interpret Sir Thomas’s 
power to come and go in Antigua as stemming from the muted national 
experience of individual identity, behavior, and “ordination,” enacted with 
such irony and taste at Mansfield Park. The task is to lose neither a true 
historical sense of the first, nor a full enjoyment or appreciation of the 
second, all the while seeing both together. 


( "I ) 

The Cultural Integrity of Empire 


U ntil after the mid-nineteenth century the kind of easy yet sustained 
commerce between Mansfield Park (novel and place) and an overseas 
territory ha s little e quivalent-in--Frcnch culture. Before Napoleon, there 
existed of course an ample French literature of ideas, travels, polemics, and 
speculation about the non-European world. One thinks of Volney, for in- 
stance, or Montesquieu (some of this is discussed in Tzvetan Todorov’s 
recent Nous etles autres'fi' Without sign i fi cant exception t his literature either 
was specialized— as, for example, in the Abb6 Raynal’s celebrated report on 
theToTomes^^ moral debate) that used such 

i ssues as mortal ity^sl avery, o r corruption as msta n^TO~giEiefarargunienF 
a bout manki nd. The Encyclopedists and Rousseau Me excenent illustrafions 
of this latter case. As traveller, memoirist, eloquent self-psychologist and 
romantic, Chateaubriand embodies an individualism of accent and style 
without peer; certainly, it would be very hard to show that in Rene or Atala 
he belonged to a literary institution like the novel, or to learned discourses 
such as historiography or linguistics. Besides, his narratives of American and 
Near Eastern life are too eccentric to be easily domesticated or emulated. 

France thus shows a somewhat fitful, perhaps even sporadic but certainly 
limited and specialized literary or cultural concern with those realms where 
traders, scholars, missionaries, or soldiers went and where in the East or the 
Americas they encountered their British counterparts. B efore taking Alger ia 


r ranee nad no India an d, 1 ve argued elsei 
t experiences ab road that were returned 
trope than in actuality. One celebrated ex 


in memor 


l iterary trope than in actuality. One celebrated example is the Abbd Poiret’s 
Lettres de Barbarie (1785), which describes an often uncomprehending but 
stimulating encounter between a Frenchman and Muslim Africans. The best 
intellectual historian of French imperialism, Raoul Girardet, suggests that 
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between 1815 and 1870 colonial currents in France existed aplenty, but none 
of them dominated the others, or was situated prominently or crucially in 
French society. He specifies arms dealers, economists, the military, and 
missionary circles as responsible for keeping French imperial institutions 
alive domestically, although unlike Platt and other students of British impe- 
rialism, Giradet cannot identify anything so evident as a French “depart- 
mental view.” 52 ' 

About French literary culture it would be easy to draw the wrong conclu- 
sions, and so a series of contrasts with England are worth listing. England’s 
widespread, unspecialized, and easily accessible awareness of overseas inter- 
ests has no direct French equivalent. The French equivalents of Austen’s 
country gentry or Dickens’s business people who make casual references to 
the Caribbean or India are not easily to be found. Still, in two or three rather 
specialized ways France’s overseas interests appe ar in cultural discourse; 
One, interestingly enough, is t he huge, almost icomc fTcru KTof ^lapdTebn (as 
in Hugo’s poem “Lui”), who embodies the rom anti c French spirit abr oad, 
lgss a conquerorjwhich in fact h e was, in Egypt) t han a brooding 7 melq- 
dramatic presence whose-oer sona -acts-as a mask through which reflections 


are expressed. Lukacs has astutely remarked on the tremendous influence 
exertedTy Rapoleon’s career on those of novelistic heroes in French and 
Russian literature; in the early nineteenth century the Corsican Napoleon 
also has ap. exotic aura. 

St endhal’s young men are incomprehensi bk-wit hout him. In Le Rouge et 
le »0/>Julien Sorel is completely dominated by his reading of Napoleon (in 
particular the St. Helena memoirs), with their fitful grandeur, sense of 
Mediterranean dash, and impetuous arrivisme. The replication of such an 
ambiance injulien’s career takes an extraordinary series of turns, all of them, 
in a France now marked by mediocrity and scheming reaction, deflating the 

fill is the Napoleonic ambiance in Le Rouge et le noir that it comes as an 
instructive surprise to note that Napoleon’s career is no t directly alluded to 
an ywhere in -tha-novel. In fact the only reference to a world outside F ranee 
comes after Mathilde has sent her declaration of love to Julien, and Stendhal 
characterizes her Parisian existence as involving more risk than a voyage to 
Algeria. Typically, then, at exactly the moment in 1830 when France secures 
its major imperial province, it turns up in a lone Stendhalian reference 
connoting danger, surprise, and a sort of calculated indifferenc e. This is 
remarkably unlike the easy allusions to Ireland, India, and the Americas that 
slip in and out of British literature at the same time. 

A second vehicle for culturally appropriating French imperial concerns is 
the set of new and rathe r glamorous scie nces originally enabled by Napole- 
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iali sm, and exp erimental 


(many of them actively participating in the Description del’EgyptA 
novchsts cue academically regulated discourse about theE^S^.’ 
Africa— -Balzac in Z* Peau de chagrin or Z* CW BeajJt Smnc^wfrh 
BritislT 1118 - 11 / 88 3nd k sheen expertise quite un-English. In the writings of 
find, H r dentS a r r ° ad ’ fr ° m Lady Wortley Mon «gu to the Webbs S one 

and in colonial “experts” (like Sir 
Thomas Bertram and the Mills) a studied but basically unincorporated and 

1% ir on Id' ad “ ative ° r ° fficial P rose > of which Macaulay’s 
Still l 1 dlan Educatl0n IS a famous example, a haughty but 
sull somehow personal obduracy. Rarely is any of this the case meal 

neteenth-century French culture, where the official prestige of the acad 
emy and of Paris shape every utterance. g d " 

As I have argued, the power even in casual conversation to represent what 
is beyond metropolitan borders derives from the power of an implri 
oaety and that power takes the discursive form of a reshaping or reorder- 

narrarive'and T'”™ '**“ in “ 

rat ve and formal utterance, or, in the case of France, the systematic of 

a “n£Zl rd ! r ;^ 

When « c ame to 

what lay beyond metropolitan Europe, the arts^dThTdTsciplines of repre- 
the orh^ ° n I 0ne , hand ’ ficti ° n ’ history and travel writing, painting- on 


lenon-Eu ropean 


l n to representations, the 1 


AtltiUoWdit Philip Curtin’s two-volume" Lege 

ZT VUk " “ ** ™ POthVrhTmos, exrtl 

vTdedTv Bs^l n“T ^ A g00d - P ° |,Ular ^foteriandou is p,„- 

mid-twlndl c X” n ” ° f Wrid " 8 ab ° m A “ Ca " n,il th ' 


he literature of [African] exploration and conquest is as vast and 
vaned as those processes themselves. Yet with a few outstanding excep- 
tions the records are built uniquely to^ingkdom^^ 

oJilam noT ^ lo ° k ^^^ 

Outside- 1 am not saying that many of them could have been ei^Sd 
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to do otherwise: the important point is that the q uality of their obser va- 
tion was circumscribed w ithin a cramping limit, and they must b e read 
today with this i n-mindr-tf they tried to understand the minds ancf 
actions of Africans they knew, it was by the way, and it was rare. Nearly 
all of them were convinced they were faced by “primeval man,” by 


lingered in t he dawn of time. [Brian Street’s important book The Savaghj 
in Literature details the steps by which in academic and popular litera- 
ture this was. shown to be true.] This point of view marched in step with 
Europe’s overwhelming expansion of power and wealth, with its politi- 
cal strength and resilience and sophistication, with its belief in some- 
how heing the electe tLcom inent of G od-JWhat otherwise honorable 
explorers thought and did may be seen in the writings of men like 
Henry Stanley or in the actions of men like Cecil Rhodes and his 
mineral-hunting agents, ready as they were to represent themselves as 
honest allies of their African friends so long as the treaties were 
secured — the treaties through which “effective occupation” could be 
proved to each other by the governments or private interests which 
they served and formed. 53 


AUjCultures tend to m a ke represe n tatio ns of fore i g n cultures the b etter t o 
master^ S some-w av control them. Yet not all cultures make represent a- 
tions of foreign cultures and in fact master or control them. This is the 
distinction, I believe, of modern Western cultures. It requires the study of 
Western knowledge or representations of the non-European world to be a 
study of both those re presentations and the political power they_ £Xpiess. 
Late-nineteenth-century artists like Kipling and Conrad, or for that matter 
mid-century figures like G6r6me and Flaubert, do not merely reproduce the 
outlying territories: they work them out, or animate them, using na rrative 
t echnique and histon^randexploratorv attitudes and positive ideasofthe 
sort provided by thinkers likg_Max_ MuIler. Renan. Charles Tem ple, Parwini 
Be ojamin KTdd7EmefIcli de V at tel. All of these developed and accentuated 
the essentialist positions in European culture proclaiming that Europeans 
should rule, non-Europeans be ruled. And Europeans did rule. 

We are now reasonably well aware of how dense this material is, and how 
widespread its influence. Take, for example, studies by Stephen Jay Gould 
and Nancy Stepan on the power of racial ideas in the world of nineteenth- 
century scientific discovery, practice, and institutions. 54 As they show, there 
was no significant dissent from theories of Black inferiority, from hierarchies 
of advanced or undeveloped (later “subject”) races. These conditions were 
either derived from or in many instances applied sometimes wordlessly to 




w] 




No area of experience was spared the unrelenting applicatioTof these 
^erarclues. In the system of education designed for India, students were 

but the inh erent superiority ofriTe EngTisl, 

race^Cohri^torstotheeme— 

Tfri^TAsia, and Australia, as described by George Stocking carried with 
t em scrupulous tools of analysis and also an array of images notions 

q i ^^ : jEigj)M^£^g^gEg_about^arbari sm, prhujriVismr^ ln^;^.-^ 


the nascent discipline of ^thfripology, Darwinism, Christianity, utilitarian- 
sm ideahsm, racial theory, legal history, linguistics, and the loTe of intrepid 
travellers mingled in bewildering combination, none of which wavered 

Sir t0 affi ™ ing ^ white (i.e d ; 

The more one reads in this matter, and the more one reads the modern 

tiv h pn ! rS °“ ^ the m ° re im P ressive is its fundamental insistence and repeti- 
tiveness when it came to “others.” To compare Carlvle’<: annAi ^ 

d °“ ° fE "S li!h spiritual life in f«.i f 0 m nce w“h wh,” “hj 
says about Blacks tb.tc or in his "Occasion,, Disown tS 
Question is to note two strikingly apparent factors. One is that Carafe’s 
enotgenc ammadversion, on revitalising Bri , ai „, ^ %*£ 

mf t 0Ve ° f “restricted industrial and capitalist develop- 

” d thej!!iSAuigl ^^ Black 


y-h^^glin^idlgness^re bellion’’ are doomed fnr ^r , 
Carlyle is frank about this in The Nigger Question: 


(*« particular plan, favored by 
C, lyks nyr, ] 4a, sp.ces and valuable products be grown 4 
hetr Wes, ndtes; dusnjuttlubgyh ave declared in stf^ShjL w... 
dies, infinitely mote they wish, that industrio'^nSlSSjdS, 
Wes, Indies, indolentjwo-legged.canle however “happy” over 
he., abundant pumpkins! Both these things, we may be asStred, the 

g ° j 5 have decided upon, pa.ssedjheir e ternal Act of Parlia- / 
-^e^for^and both of them, though t? L 

entities oppose it to the death, shall be done. Quashee, if he will not 
help in bnnging-out the spices will get himself made a slave again 
(which state will be a little less ugly than his presenFonel^and — *tH 
-^gaUSkiEuSince other methods avail „ot, will be compelled* 
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The lesser species are offered nothing to speak of, while England is 
expanding tremendously, its culture changing to one based upon industrial- 
ization at home and protected free trade abroad. The status of the Black is 
decreed by “eternal Act of Parliament,” so there is no real oppor tunity-far 
self-help, upward mobility, or even somethijag hetter..tha.n-Qu.tr-isht^slav^FV . 


(although Carlyle says he opposes slavery). The question is whether Car- 
lyle’s logic and attitudes are entirely his own (and therefore eccentric) or 
whether they articulate, in an extreme and distinctive way, essential atti- 
tudes that are not so very different from Austen’s a few decades before or 
John Stuart Mill’s a decade after. 

similarities-are- xeinarkable, and the differences between the in- 


dividuals equally great, for the who le_weigliL.o£f he culture made it hard t o 
be otherwise. Neither-Austea-flor-MilLofers a non-white Caribbean any 


economi- 


s tatus imagi natively, disc ursively, aesthetically, geographically, econo mi- 
cally other than that of sugar producer i n a permanently sub ordinate posi- 
, tion to the English. This, of course, is the concrete meaning of domination 
whose other side is productivity. Carlyle’s Quashee is like Sir Thomas's' 
Antiguan possessions: designed to produce wealth intended for English use. 
So the opportunity for Quashee to be silently there for Carlyle is equivalent 
to working obediently and unobtrusively to keep the British economy and 
trade going. 

The second thing to note about Carlyle’s writing on the subject is that it 
is not obscure, or occult, or esoteric. What he means about Blacks he says, 
and he is also, very frank about the threats and punishments he intends to 
mete out. Carlyle speaks ajanguage o f total ge nerality, anchored in unshaka- 
ble certainties about the essence of races, peoples, cultures, all of which need 
little_elucidation because they a re famiji arJo his a udiene e ^ -He speaksfri lingua 
franc a for metropolitan Bri tain: global, comprehensive, and with so vast a 
social authority as to be accessible to anyone speaking to and about the 
nation. This lingua franca locates England at the focal point of a world also 
presided over by its power, illuminated by its ideas and culture, kept pro- 
ductive by the attitudes of its moral teachers, artists, legislators. 

One hears similar accents in Macaulay in the 1830s and then again four 
decades later, largely unchanged, in Ruskin, whose 1870 Slade Lectures at 
Oxford begin with a solemn invocation to E ngland’s de stiny. This is worth 
quoting from at length, not because it shows Ruskin in a bad light, but 
because it frame j.n.e.arlY...e£ erything in Ruskin’s copious writings nn_art. The 
authoritative Cook and Weddenbum edition of Ruskin’s work includes a 
footnote to this passage underscoring its importance for him; he regarded it 
“as ‘the most pregnant and essential’ of all his teaching.” 57 
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There is f^gtiny/now possible to us— the highest ever set before a 

r“ ngLVSlI ^ Tf "A 6 Stm - -ce; a 

race mingled of the best northern blood. We are not yet dissolute in 

temper, but still have the firmness to govern, and the grace to obey. We 

ave taug t jgiQn Qf pure_niercy, which we must either now betray 

or learn to defend by fulfilling. And we are rich in an inheritance of 

honour, bequeathed to us through a thousand years of noble history 

t} ! C p K f ° d be ° ur dail y thlrst to increase with splendid avaric e, so 
Englishmen jf it be a sin to covet honour, sh^ddbTSTniost 
offending souls alive. Within the last few years we have had the laws 
of natural science opened to us with a rapidity which has beepblinding 

T «b£ighmesjand means of transit and communication given to uf 

. h h haVe made JM^e.ijngdon L pf the habitable globe One tin„_ 

a d n ° d T bUt you, 

nd every man to do that which is right in his own eyes? Or only kings 

° , t i e f r h r0r ’/" d t . he ,° bsCe i ne em P ires of Mammon and Belial? Or will you, 
yo^thl^Engl^nd^make y our country again a royal throne ofTin^ a 
"^SsAfooU-Ae-yorfd a source 

Aj l®— faithfiil guardian of great memo- 
in the midst of irreverent and ephemeral visions;— faithfiil servant 
o time-tried principles, under temptation from fond experiments and 
licentious desires; and amidst the cruel and clamorous jealousies of the 
nations, worshipped in her strange valour of goodwill towards men> 
onfl yS&Ulare g| S P r » d ^ 1n ^ Yes - but of which king?There are the two 

— tbe one that 

floats in heavenly fire or thaM^l^"^ of terrestrial 

gold? There is indeed a course of beaeficent g lory open to n s such as 
never was yet offered to any poor groups of mortal souls. But it must 
1 ^^withus, no w, “Rgiga._ar Q ig,’lAnd it shall be said of this 

' C h ° Um ^ that refusal of the crown will 
be, of all yet recoMed ln history, the shamefiillest and most untimely 
And this is what she must either do, or perish: she must found colonies 
as fast and as far as she is able, firmed of her most energetic and 
worthless-seizing every piece of fruitfiil waste ground she can 
set her foot on and there teaching these her colonists that their chief 
virtue is to be ^delity rotheir ^country , and that their first aim is to be 
to advance the power of EnglSiJB^d and sea: and that, though they 
hve off a distant plot of ground, they are no more to consider them- 
selves therefore disfranchised from their native land, than the sailors of 
her fleets do, because they float of distant waves. So that literally, these 
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colonies must be fastened fleets; a nd every man of them must be under 
authority of captaifiTarfd^officers, whose better command is to be over 
fields and streets instead of ships of the line; and England, in these her 
motionless navies jfor, in the true and mightiest sense, motionless 
j>h drches ,jsAtdL by pilots on the Galilean lake of all the world) ^is to 
“ expect every man tor jo-his-datv.’’: recognizing that duty is indeed 
possible no less in peace than war; and that if we can get men, for little 
pay, to cast themselves against cannon-mouths for love of England, we 
may find men also who will plough and sow for her, who will behave 
kindly and righteously for her, who will bring up their children to love 
her, and who will gladden themselves in the brightness of her glory, 
more than in all the light of tropic skies. But that they may be able to 
do this, s he mnsr.m aJcg her own majpsfy «srainlp<:<;; shp must give them 
thoughts of their home of which they can be proud. The England who 
is to be mistress of half the earth, cannot remain herself a heap of 
cinders, trampled by contending and miserable crowds; she must yet 
again becom e the England she was once, and in all beautiful wavs . — 
more: so happy, so secluded, and so pure, that in her sky — polluted by 
no unholy clouds — she may be able to spell rightly of every star that 
heaven doth show; and in her fields, ordered and wide and fair, of every 
herb that ships the dew; and under the green avenues of her enchanted 
garden, a sacred Circe, true Daughter of the Sun, she must guide the 
human arts, and gather the divine knowledge, of distant nations, trans- 
formed from savageness to manhood, and redeemed from despairing 
into peace. 58 


Most, if not all, discussions of Ruskin avoid this passage. Ye t, like Carlyle, 
Ruskin speak^glainly j>his meaning, while draped in allusions andtropes^ is 
unmistakable. England is to rule the world because it is the best; power is 
to~BFuSedrit? imperial competitors are unworthy; its colonies are to in- 
crease, prosper, remain tied to it. What is compelling in Ruskin’s hortatory 
tones is that he not only believes fervently in what he is advocating, but also 


annects his political 


about British worli 


lommation to his aesthetic 


and moral philosoph y. Insofar as he believes passionately in the one, he also 
believes passionately in the other, the political and imperial aspect enfolding 
and in a sense guaranteeing the aesthetic and moral one. Because England 
is to be “king” of the globe, “a sceptred isle, for all the world a source of 
light,” its youth are to be colonists whose first aim is to advance the power 
of England by land and sea; because England must do that “or perish,” its art 
and culture depend, in Ruskin’s view, on an enfor ced impe rialism. 
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Simply ignoring these views— which are readily at hand in almost any 
text one looks at in the nineteenth century— is, I believe, like describing a 
road without its setting in the landscape. Whenever -a~cul mral form or 
discourse aspired to who leness or totality, most European writers, thinkers, 
P 9 liticiaas,andmexcanriliststended to thinkixK^oMlterais. And these were 
not rhetorical flights but fa irly ac curate correspondences with their nations’ 
actual indjexpandi ng,, global reach. T n an especially trenchant essay on 
Tennyson, Ruskin’s contemporary, and the imperialism of The Idylls of the 
King V. G. Kiernan examines the quite staggering range of British overseas 
campaigns, all of them resulting in the consolidation or acquisition of terri- 
torial gain, to which Tennyson was sometimes witness, sometimes (through 
relatives) directly connected. Since the list was contemporaneous^ _with Rus- 
ki n’s life, let us look at the items cited by Kiernan: 

1839-42 opium wars in China 

1840s wars against South African Kaffirs, New Zealand Maoris; 
conquest of Punjab 

1854—6 the Crimean war 

1854 conquest of lower Burma 

1856- 60 second China war 

1857 attack on Persia 

1857- 8 suppression of Indian Mutiny 

1865 Governor Eyre case in Jamaica 

1866 Abyssinian expedition 

1870 repulse of Fenian expansion in Canada 

1871 Maori resistance destroyed 

1874 decisive campaign against Ashantis in West Africa 

1882 conquest of Egypt 


In addition, Kiernan ref ers to Tennvson as heincr “all fnr mw mn UD w j t h 
no nonsense fro mthg . Afghans.” 5 9 What Ruskin, Tennyson, Meredith, Dick 
ens, Arnold, Thackeray, George Eliot, Carlyle, Mill— in short, the full roster 
of significant Victorian writers — saw was a tremendous international display 
pLBritig h power y jrmallyjun checked oveTth^ 

logical and easy to identify themselves in one way or another with this 
power, having through various means already identified themselves with 
Britain domestically. To speak of culture, ideas, taste, morality, the family, 
history, art, and education as they did, to represent these subjects, try to 
influence them or intellectually and rhetorically mold them was perforce to 
fgc ognize them o n a.,..world seals- The British international identity, the 
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scope of British mercantile and trade policy, the efficacy and mobility of 
British arms provided irresistible models to emulate, maps to follow, actions 
to live up to. 

Thus representations of what lav bevond insular or metroDoliran.-hfwmd»- 


ri es cam e, almost from the start, to confirm European power. There is an 
impressive circuIantyTiere: we are dominant becaus e we have the po wer 
(industrial, technological, military, moral), and they don’t, because of which 
the y are not dominan t; thej^ are inferior, we are superio r . . . and so on and 
on. One~sees this ^a utolog y^holding with a particular tenacity in British 
views of Ireland and the Irish as early as the sixteenth century, it will operate 
during the eighteenth century with opinions about white colonists in Aus- 
tralia and the Americas (Australians remained an inferior race well into the 
twentieth century); iLgBdlially-extends Jts sway to-incl ude practically th e 
beyond British shore s. A comparably repetitive and inclusive 
tautology about what is overseas beyond France’s frontiers emerges in 
French culture. At the margins of Western society, all the non-European 
regions, whose inhabitants, societies, histories, and beings represented a 
non-European essence, were made subservient to Europe, which in turn 
demonstrably continued to control what was not Europe, and represented 
the non-European in such a way as to sustain control. 

This sameness and circularity were far from being either inhibiting or 
repressive so far as thought, art, literature, and cultural discourse were 
concerned. This centrally important truth needs constantly to be insisted 




upon. 1 he one relation; 
one bet ween the rn gtropi 
Western- white-Christian- 


loes not change is the 


e tween European- 


who geograr 


m O-C.ally-inhabit the—realm. beyond ^ E urope (A frica, Asia, plus Ireland 

and Australia in the British case). 60 Otherwise, a fantastic elaboration is 
permitted on both sides of the relationship, with the general result being 
that the identity of each is reinforced even as its variations on the West- 
ern side increase. When the basic theme of imperialism is stated — for 
example, by writers like Carlyle, who puts things very frankly — it gathers 
to it by affiliation a vast number of assenting, yet at the same time more 
interesting, cultural versions, each with its own inflections, pleasures, formal 
characteristics. 

The problem for the contemporary cultural critic is how to bring them 
together meaningfully. It is certainly true, as various scholars have shown, 
that an activ e consciou sness-ofLimperialism, <>f an aggressive, self-aware 
'T.£?tiaLxnission ! does-not-be.co.meinescapable — often accepted^refexredta) 
actively concurred in — for European writ ers until the-secopd-part-xif rhp 
nineteenth century. (In England in the 1860s it was often the case that the 
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word “imperialism” was used to refer, with some distaste, to France as a 
country ruled by an emperor.) 

But by the end of the nineteenth century, high or official culture still 
managed to escape scrutiny for its role in shaping the imperial dynamic and 
was mysteriously exempted from analysis whenever the causes, benefits, or 
evils of imperialism were discussed, as they were almost obsessively. This 
is one fascinating aspect of my subject— how7uT^ 
absm .. yet is so mehow excused fo iJg^Iole^Hobson, for instance, speaks 
disparagingly of Giddings’s incredible idea of “retrospective consent” 61 (that 
subject people be subjugated first and then assumed retroactively to have 
consented to their enslavement), but he does not venture to ask where, or 
how, the idea arose with people such as Giddings, with their fluent jargon 
of self-congratulatory force. The great rhetoricians of theoretical justifica- 
tion for empire after 1880 — in France, Leroy-Beaulieu, in England, Seeley — 
Qq}jM'& pl °y a fenguage whose .i magery of growth, fertility, and expansion , whose 
1 teleological structure of proj^rtylHaTdei^ 

nation between us and them” had already matured elsewh^nSzrdiilJklion, 
PTliligjllsignce^raciaLtheoi y;, traveL writing. In colonies like the Congo and 
Egypt people such as Conrad, Roger Casement, and Wilfrid Scawen Blunt 
record the abuses and the almost mindlessly unchecked tyrannies of the 
white man, whereas at home Leroy-Beaulieu rhapsodizes that the essence of 
colonization: 


c’est dans l’ordre social ce qu’est dans l’ordre de la famille, je ne dis pas 
la generation seulement, mais l’education. . . . Elle mfcne k la virilite une 
nouvelle sortie de ses entrailles. ... La formation des socidtes humaines, 
pas plus que la formation des hommes, ne doit £tre abandonnee au 
hasard. ... La colonisation est done un art qui se forme k P6cole de 

l’experience Le but de la colonisation, c’est de mettre une soci6t6 

nouvelle dans les meilleures conditions de prosperite et de progres. 62 
(thesoci al order is like the_fainilral,orde r in whi c h not onl vgeneratinn 
but education is importan t. ... It gives to virility a new producFfrom 
its entrailsT. . . The Torrhation of human societies, any more than the 
formation of men, must not be left to chance. . . . Therefore colonization 
is an art, formed in the school of experience. . . . The goal of colonization 
is to place a new society in the best conditions for prosperity and 
progress.) 


In Jj^jTq4.JjY_lbgJ^e_ni neteenth century , i mperialism was considered 
essential to the well-being of British fertility generally and ofmotherhood 
i n particular; 63 and, as a close~read^ reveals, his 
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unified discourse— or rather, as Fabian puts it, “a field of passages, of cross- 
ing and criss-crossing ideas” 74 — develops that is based on a distinction 
between the Westerner and the native soi ntegral and„adaBtable.^g.to make 
changg-aliRQSt impossible. -We sense the anger and frustration this produced 
over time from Fanon’s comments on the Manicheanism of the colonial 
system and the consequent need for violence. 

l^y jThe imperia l attitudes had scope and duihorit%\snt akn , in a 0 f 

cTpqusion abroad and social dislocation at home, great creative power. I 
refer here not only To ‘JtheJnxeniioiDLQZSad^m^ei^ranyTbuFalso to the 
capacky,tqjiroduce strangely autonomo us intellectual and aesthetic images. 


cagacity-tqj^roduc^sxranggly a utonomous inteliectual and aesthetic images. 
Orientalist, Africanist, and Americanist discourses developed, weaving in 
and out of histoncal^rjJing,j3aijQjiag v .jLC tion. popular culture. Foucault’s 
ideas about discourses a re apt here; and, as Bernal has described it, a coherent 
classical philology developed during the nineteenth century that purged 
Attic Greece of its Semitic-African roots. In time— as Ronald Inden’s Imag- 
ining India 75 tries to show entiK_.semj -independen t m.etro politan form a- 


Conrad, Kipling, T. E. Lawrence, Malraux are among its narrators; its 
ancestors and curators include Clive, Hastings, Dupleix, Bugeaud, Brooke, 
Eyre, Palmerston, Jules Ferry, Lyautey, Rhodes; in these and the great 
imperial narratives (The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, Heart of Darkness, Lord Jim, 
Nostromo, La Voie royale), aq imperial personality heroines disrinrf The dis- 
course of late-nineteenth-century imperialism is further fashioned by the 
arguments of Seeley, Dilke, Froude, Leroy-Beaulieu, Harmand, and others, 
many of them forgotten and unread today, but powerfully influential, even 
prophetic then. 

Thgj mages of Western imperial authority remain — haunting, strangely 
•!SES£S£Si.^^i^JlBgLGordonaTKhartoum7fiercelystaring down theSuda- 
nese dervishes in G. W. Joy’s famous painting, armed only with revolver and 
sheathed sword; Conrad s Kurtz in the center of Africa, brilliant, crazed, 
doomed, brave, rapacious, eloquent; Lawrence of Arabia, at the head of his 
Arab warriors, living the romance of the desert, inventing guerilla warfare, 
hobnobbing with princes and statesmen, translating Homer, and trying to 
hold on to Britain’s “Brown Dominion”; Cecil Rhodes, establishing coun- 
tries, estates, funds as easily as other men might have children or start 
businesses; Bugeaud, bringing Abdel Qader’s forces to heel, making Algeria 
French; the concubines, dancing girls, odalisques of Gerome, Delacroix’s 
Sardanapalus, Matisse’s North Africa, Saint-Saens’s Samson and Delilah. The 
list is long and its treasures massive. 
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( iv ) 

The Empire at Work: Verdi’s Aida 

T" should like now to demonstrate how far and how inventively this mate- 
1 rial affects certain areas of cultural activity, even those realms not today 
a^gciaied-AKitKaordi d imperial exploitation . We are fortunate thirseveraF 
young scholars have developed the study of imperial power sufficiently so 
as to let us observe the aesthetic component involved in the survey an d 
admii^ atLQ iL Qf E gypt^n d India. I h ave in mind, for example, Timothy 
Mitchell’s Colonising Egypt,™ where it is shown that the practice of building 
model villages, discovering the intimacy of harem life, and instituting new 
modes of military behavior in an ost ensibly Ottoman, but really Europ ean, 
colo^notoinj^rgco nfirmed European power, b ut als o pro d uced t he a dded 

pleasure in imperial rule is marvelously demonstrated by Leila Kinney and 
Zeynep Qelik in their study of belly-dancing, where the quasi-ethnographic 
displays afforded by European expositions in fact came to be associated with 
consumerist leisure based in Europe. 77 Two related offshoots of this are 
excavated in T. J. Clark’s study of Manet and other Parisian painters, The 
Painting of Modem Life, in particular the emergence of unusual leisure and 
ema^jn-metropolkajLFrmce,..SQm£^ 

Malek Alloula’s deconstructive reading of early-twentieth-cenrury French 
postcards of Algerian women, The Colonial Harem.™ Obviously the Orient as 


promise and 


power is ver 


I want to suggest, however, why it is that my attempts at a contrapuntal 
reading are perhaps eccentric or odd. First, although I proceed along gener- 
ally chronological lines, from the beginning to the end of the nineteenth 


or works. 




and^f later _interpretarions. Second, the overall argument is that these 
cultural works which interest me irradiate and interfere with apparently 
s table and impermeable categories founded o rTg^ 


authority, privilege, and dominance . Instead, I want to show that the “struc- 
ture of attitude and reference” is prevalent and influential in all sorts n f 
^Z!>^02^andLglace^even well before the officially designated age of 
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empire; far from being autonomous or transcendent, i t is close to the histori - 
caTworldLand far from being fixed and pure, it is hybrid, partaking of racial 


: ical as of technical 


reductive as of conic 


Consider Aida, Verdi’s famous “Egyptian” opera. A s a visual, musical, and 
theatrical spectacle, Aida does a great m an y things (Ibr^ and Tn? European 
culture, on e of which is to confirm the Orient as an essentlallyexotic, distant, 
and antique place in which Europeans can mount certain shows of force. 
Concurrently with the composition of Aida, European “universal” exposi- 
tions routinely contained models of colonial villages, towns, courts, and the 
like; thgjnallgalMbjy^axid-tfaBspoa ability of secondary or 1 es ser^-ulm«».s_u;ac_ 
underlined. T hese subaltern cultures were exhibited before Westerners as 
microcosms of the larger imperial domain. Little, if any, allowance was made 
for the non-European except within this fra mework. 7 9 

Aida is synonymous with “(jjrand opera of the uniquely high nineteenth- 
century type. Along with a v eiy'smSirgroup of others, it has survived for 
more than a century both as an immensely popular work and as one for 
which musicians, critics, and musicologists have a -healthwxesp ecr. Yet Aida's 
grandeur and eminence, although evident to anyone who has seen or heard 
it, are complex matters about which all sorts of speculative theories exist, 
mostly about what conne cts Aida to its hi storical and cultural momentjn the 
West. In Opera: The Extravagant Art, H erbert Lindenberger puts f orward the 
i maginative theory that Aida, Boris Godunov, and Gotterddmme rung are operas 
of 1870, tledTrespectively to archeology’ nationalist historiography, and 
philology? 0 Wieland Wagner, who produced Aida at Berlin in 1962, treats the 
opera, in his words, as “ an African mystery .” He sees in it a prefiguration of 
his grandfather’s Tristan, with an irreducible co nflict at its core betw een 
Et hos and Bio s (“Verdis Aida ist ein Drama des anauflosbaren Konflikts 
zwischen Ethos und Bios, zwischen dem moralischer Gesetz und den For- 
derungen des Lebens”). 81 In his scheme, Amneris is the centra l_figure, 
dominated by a “Riesenphallus,” which hangs over her like a mighty club; 
according to Opera, “Aida was mostly seen prostrate o r cowering in the 
background.” 82 

Even if we overlook the vulgarity to which the famous Triumphal scene 
in Act II has often lent itself, we should note that Aida climaxes a develop- 
ment in style and vision that brought Verdi from Nabucco and I Lombardi in 
the 1840s, through Rigoletto, Trovatore, Traviata, Simon Boccanegra, and Un Ballo 
in Maschera in the 1850s, to the problematic Forza del Destine and Don Carks 
in the 1860s. During three decades Verdi had become the nre-eminenr Italian 


composer or 


; three decades Verdi 
v. his career accomc 


theRisorgimento. Aida was the last 

jl jj jb 


id become the pre -gnunentitajian.. 
qng and seeming to comment on 
lie and political opera he...wrt>te~ 


The Empire at IFo^.-'T^# J fc blo 9 s P ot - com 


b gIp-^^J^4. ro the_e^ albeit intense pair of opera, 

.^iSjdl^Jie^ded-lMs-eoj^MjsiiigJi^O^/^ani^/^rtag AH the major 
Verdi scholars— Julian Budden, Frank Walker, William Weaver, Andrew 
Porter, Joseph Wechsberg— note that Aida not only reuses traditional music 
forms like the cabaletta and concertato but adds to them a ngw chromaticism. 
s ^‘g!g?y .P f orchestration, and dramatic streamlinin g not found in~the work 
of any other composer of the time except Wagner. Joseph Kerman’s demur- 
ral in Opera as Drama, is interesting for how much it acknowledges about 
Aida s singularity: 

The result in Aida is, in my opinion, an almost constant disp arity 


Between the 


or the libretto and the alarming 


complexit^o fth em usical expression— for of course Verdi’s technique 
had never been so rich. Only Amneris comes to life; Aida is thoroughly 
confused; Rhadames seems like a throwback, if not to Metastasio, at 
least to Rossini. It goes without saying that some pages, numbers, and 
scenes are beyond praise, reason enoughfor this opera’s great popular- 
ity. Nevertheless, t here is a curiouSfrTsi ty about Aida which is ouite 
JISlLkeJVerdi, aqd w hich recalls Mere&^e distnrhingTv'rij ^- 
^ a " d ' 5 > ES r ? . a PP 3r . a .rcs_ 0/ tr iumphs, consecrati o n s, and brass bands? 3 


Thjs is undeniably persuasive as far as it goes; Kerman is correct about 
Aidas falsity, but he cannot quite explain what causes it. We should remem- 
ber first of -ail-that_Verdfs_greyiou s work attract ed attention because it 

portrayed incorrigibly red-blooded heroes and heroines in the full splendor 
of contests (often incestuous) over power, fame, and honor, but— as Paul 
Robipsonhas convincingly argued in Opera and Idea s— they were almr^lT 
operas, replete with rhetorical stri dency, martial music. 
!^EI^^9£ e d em o tiqns. “Perhaps the most obvious componentofVerdi’s' 
rhetorical style— to put the matter bluntly— is sh ee r lo u dn e ss. He is with 

Beethoven, among the noisiest of all major composers Like a political 

orator, Verdi can’t remain still for long. Drop the needle at random on a 
recording of a Verdi opera, and you will usually be rewarded with a substan- 
tial racket.” 8 -' Robinson goes on to say that Verdi’s splendid noisiness is 
effectively harnessed to such occasions as “parades, rallies and speeches” 85 

^|£jLdurin£^ Ri S orgimento were heari^Tv^diT^plI^^nf 

rgaMife occurrences. (Aida is no exception, with, for example, early in Act 
II the tremendous ensemble piece “Su del nilo,” for several soloists and a 
massed chorus.) It is now commonplace knowledge that tunes in Verdi’s 
earlier operas (Nabucco, / Lombardi, and Attila in particular) stimulated his 
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audiences to frenzies of participation, so immediate was their impact, the 
clarity of their contemporary reference, and th e sheer s kill of his efficiency 
at whipping every one int o urgent, big theatric al climaxes ! ~~~ 

Whereas it fiad been Italy antl ltalians (with special force, paradoxically 
enough, in Nabucco) who were addressed in Verdi’s earlier operas, despite the 
often exotic or outre subject matter, in Aida it wa s Egypt a nd Egypt ians of 
early antiquity , a far remoter and less engaging phenomenon than Verdi ha d 
_5YtLieLtQ_inusic. Not that Aida wants for his customary political noisiness, 
for surely Act II, scene 2 (the so-called Triumphal scene) is the biggest thing 
Verdi wrote for the stage, a virtual jamboree of everything an opera house 
/ / / C3n co ^ ect an ^ P ara de. But Aida is s elf-limitin g, at ypically held in . and there 
/ / is no record of any participatory enthusiasm connected with it, even though 
at New York s Metropolitan Opera, for instance, it has been performed more 
times than any other work. Verdi’s other works that dealt with remote or 
a B en _^ltures__did_jK!ILiahibit his audiences from identi fying wi th them 
anyway^and^kejhe earjier operas. Aida is about a tenor and a soprano who' 
wa Pl.I9.JB^ke.Jove,but are preveoi&d.hy^^barit^ e antra mezzo. WKaTafe 
the differences in Aida, and why did Verdi’s habitual mix produce so unusual 
a blend of masterly competence and affective neutrality? 

The circumstances of Aida’s first production and under which it was 
written are unique in Verdi’s career. The political and certainly the cultural 
setting in which Verdi worked between early 1870 and late 1871 included not 
onjyjtal y, but imperial Eur ope and viceregal Egypt, an Egypt technically 
w ithin the Otto man Empire iurnowji^ 

dent andTubsichar y part of TSurope . /Wg’s peculiarities — its subject matter 
and setting, its monumental grandeur, its strangely unaffecting visual and 
musical effects, its overdeveloped music and constricted domestic situation, 
ig-egcgntri c place i n Verdi’s caree r- — require what I have been calling a 
comrat>untal_ i nterpretation, assimilable neither to the standard view of 
Italian opera nor m ore generally to prevailing views of the great master - 


pieces of nineteenth 


Eur opean civ ilization. . 


of_culturg_ a n d the historrcaLexperien ce of overseas domination . It is a 
.co mposite work , built around disparities and discrepancies that have been 
either ignored or unexplored, that can be recalled and mapped descriptively; 
they are interestin^ m and ofthemselves, and they make more sense of Aida’s 
unevenness, its anoinallS^ its restrictions and silences, than analyses of the 
kind that focus on Italy and European culture exclusively. 

I shall put before the reader material that paradoxically cannot be over- 
looked but systematically has been. This is mostly because the embarrass- 
me T L Q f dida is finally that it is not so much about ^ut oj 1 mpenaT domTnanon. 
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Similarities with Jane Austen’s work— equally improbable as art involved 
with empire will emerge. If one interprets Aida from that perspective 
aware that tjjeopgrawaswi^^ produced in an African count™ 

wrtft.wjiich J^efdi-hatLnO - connection, a number of ne w f Mn .r M w ju stan( j 


lumber pt new features 


"^di himself says something to this effect in a letter that inaugurates his 
as yet almost completely latent connection with an Egyptian opera. Writing 
to Camille du Locle, a close friend who had just returned from a voyage en 
Orient, Verdi remarks on February 19, 1868: “When we see each other, you 
must describe all the events of your voyage, the wo nders you have seen7iiTd 


civilization I had never bee nahle to admire.” 86 ~ 

^ n ^°^ m be 7 ^ i8^, ^e 7 nau^ration' of the C airo Qpera Ho use was a 
brilliant event during celebrations for the opening^fffi^SueTcana^/go- 
^^as^-speM^formed^ few weeks before, Verdi had turned dowff 
Khedive Ismail’s offer to write a hymn for the occasion, and in December 
e wrote du Locle a long letter on th e dangers o f “patchwork” operas: “I 
want art in any of its manifestations, not the arrangement, the artifice, and the 
syttem that you prefer,” he said, arguing that for his part he wanted “unified” 

Tn’xre Z UlCh ‘‘^—^-^^^-^-- gyerything must converg e tojform 
this ON^ j 7 Although these assertions were made in response to du Lode’s 
suggestions that Verdi write an opera for Paris, they turn up enough times 
in the course of his work on Aida to become an important theme. On January 
y, 1871, he wrote Nicola de Giosa, “Today operas are written with so many 
different dramatic and musical intentions that it is almost impossi ble to 
( n pEPJeithem|and it seems to me that no one can take offense if the author, 
when one of his productions is given for the first time, sends a person who 
as carefully studied the work under the direction of the author himself.” 88 
To Ricordi he wrote on April 11, 1871, that he permitted “only one creator” 
for his work, himself; “I don’t concede the right to ‘create’ to singers and 

conductors because, as I said before, it is a principle that leads into the 
abyss.” 89 

Why, then, did Verdi finally accept,Khedive Ismail’s offer to write a 
special opera for Cairo? Money certainly was a reaso n: he was given iyo.ooo 
francs in gold. He was also flattered ; since after all he was choice number 
one, ahead of Wagner and GounoTJust as important, I think, was jhe story 


-ocle, who J 


le operatic 


treatmgntfrom Auguste Mariette, a renowned F rench Egyptologist. On May 
26, 1870, Verdi hadTn'dkateTrnTl^ “ the 

Egyptian outline,” that it was well done, and that “it offers a splendid 
mise-en-scene. 90 He had noted also that the work shows “a very expert hand 
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UL.it , one accust omed jo. writing a nd..anc -who. kaawgthc theatre very, well.” 
By early June he began work on Aida, immediately expressing his impatience 
to Ricordi at how slowly things were progressing, even as he requested the 
services of one Antonio Ghislan zoni as librettist. “These things should be 
done very fast,” he says at this point. 

In the simple, intense, and above all authentically “Egyptian” scenari os by 
Mariette, V erdi perceived a u nitary intentio n, the imprint or tra ce of a 
masterbLandjexB ert will that he hoped to match in music. At a time when 
his career had been marked with disappointments, unfulfilled intentions, 
unsatisfying collaborations with impresarios, ticket sellers, singers — the 
Paris premiere of Don Carlos was a recent, still smarting instance — Verdi saw 


a chance to ere 


supervise from 


hegiailing-sketch-to-epen- mg night. In addition, he was to be supported in this 
enterprise by royalty: indeed, du Locle suggested that the Viceroy not only 
desperately wanted the piece for himself, but also had helped Mariette in 
writing it. Verdi could assume that a wealthy Oriental potentate had joine d 
with a genuinely brilli a nt and single-minded Western archeologist to give 
h jm an occasion in which hiecould be a commanding and undistracted 
artistic presence . The story’s alienating Egyptian provenance and setting 
paradoxically seem to have stimulated his sense of technical mastery. 

So far as I have been able to ascertain, Verdi had no feelin gs at all about 
modern Egypt, in contrast with his fairly developed notions about ltaly , 
France, and Germany , even though during the two years he worked on th e 
ope ra he ke pt getting assurances that he was doing something for Egypt on 
a national level, as it w Et^^ 

Opera manager, told him this, and Mariette, who came to Paris to get 
costumes and scenery ready in the summer of 1870 (and was subsequently 
caught there during the Franco-Prussian War), frequently reminded him 
that no expense was being spared to mount a .t ruly spe ctacular show. Verdi 
was intent on getting words and music right, ( making_certain that Ghislan- 
zoni found the perfect “theatrical word,” pafolasc enica? b overseeing per- 
formance details with unflagging attention. In the immensely complicated 
negotiations for casting the first Amneris, Verdi’s contribution to the im- 
broglio earned him the title of “t he world’s foremost J esuit.” 92 Egyp t’s 
s ubmissive or at least indi fferent presence in his life allowe d him* to pur- 
sue his_ artistic intentions with what appeared to be^an Jincomnromisinff 


intensity. ^ 

But I believe Verdi fatally confused this complex and in the end col- 
laborative capacity to bring a distant operatic fable to life with the Romantic 
ideal of an organically integrated, seamless work of art, informed only by the 
aesthetic intention of a single creator. Thus an imperial notion of the artist 
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4 PYetailgdconygnigntl^ with an imperial notion of a non -European world 


se claims on the 


gan c qmposer were either minimal 0 r non- 


existent. To Verdi the conjunction must have seemed to be eminently worth 
nursing along. For years subject to the obtrusive vagaries of opera house 
personnel, he could now rule his domain unchallenged; as he prepared the 
opera for performance in Cairo and a couple of months later (February 1872) 
for its Italian premiere at La Scala, he was told by Ricordi that “you will be 
the Moltke of La Scala” (September 2, i8 7 i). 9 ^So strong were the attractions 
of this martially dominating role t h a t at Q ner'p omLTn l^ eT loTrrnrH i 
Verdiexplic^ connects his aestheti c aims with Wag ner’s.and more sig- 
nificantly, with B ayreuth (a s^"yet otdy" Q over whose 

^ F ?.™ a -n c esIWagn er intended himself to have virtual ly toml dominion.^ 


The seating arrangement of the orchestra is of much greater impor- 
tance than is commonly believed— for xheblend m e o f the instruments 
for the sonority, and for the effect. These small improvements will’ 
afterward open the way fqr o ther innovations , which will surely come 
one day; among them taking the spectators’ boxes off the stage, bringing 
the curtain to the footlights; another, making the orchestra invisible. This 
is not my idea but Wagner’s. It’s excellent. Tt seiTSTs Tmposiible that 
today we tolerate the sight of shabby tails and white ties, for example, 
mixed with Egyptian, Assyrian and Druidic costumes, etc., etc., and, 
even more, almost in the middle of the floor, of seeing the tops of the 
harps, the necks of the double basses and the baton of the conductor all 
up in the air. 94 


Verdi speaks here of a theatrical presentation r maued ham the nummary 
inmrfoences of ^era houses, removed and isolated in such a wav « m 

i mpressihiLaHdig^e with-3 -novel bl e nd of authority and verisimilitude The 
parallels are evident with what Stephen Bann, inT^l^hhf^aio, has 
Called “ the historical composition of plac e” in historical writers like Walter 
Scott and Byron. 9s The different and indeed, for the first 

.^jnEmroBga^gra ^d avail himself of Egyptology’s historical vision 
and ^acade mic aujhonty. This science was embodied at close hand for Verdi 
in the person of Auguste Mariette, whose French nationality and training 
were part of a crucial imperial genealogy. Verdi perhaps had no way of 
knowing much in detail about Mariette, but he was strongly impressed by 
Mariette’s initial scenario and recognized a qualified expen whose compe- 


and academi c aut 


tence could re presen t ancient 


imate credibilit 


The simple point to be made here is that Eg^ptolog^is Eg^ptolog^ and 
not Egypt. Mariette was made possible by two important predecessors, both 
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French, both imperial, both reconstructive, and, if I can use a word that I 
shall borrow from Northrop Frye, both presentat ional: the first is the archeo- 
logical volumes of Napoleon’s Description del’Egypte; and the second is Cham- 
pollion’s deciphering of hieroglyphics presented in 1822 in his Lettre a M. 
Dacier and in 1824 in his Precis du systbne hieroglyphiqtie. By “presentational” 
and “reconstructive” I mean a number of characteristics that seemed tailor- 
made for Verdi: Napoleon’s military expedition to Egypt was motivated by 
a desirejojapoiaJE gypt, to threaten the Briti sh.. tademonstrate French 
powen but Napoleon^ and his scholarly experts were there also rn pin E gyp i- 


-Bgi ore Europe, in a sense to sta gfiJts^axiticputv^ts-wealth- iif associations , 
cultural importance, and unique aura for a European audience. Yet this could 
n ot be done witho ut an aes thetic as well as a ^political intention. What 
Napoleon and his teams fOund was an Egypt whose antique dimensions were 
screened by the Muslim, Arab, and even Ottoman presence standing every- 
where between the invading French army and ancient Egypt. How was one 
to get to that other, older, and mo re presti g ious part? 

l?ere Fegan fhe pimc® of Egyptology, which 

continued in the work of Champollion and Mariette. Egypt had to be 
reconstructed in models or drawings, whose scale, projective grandeur (I say 
“projective” because^s~youTMF 3 umgh the Description you know that what 
you are looking at are drawings, diagrams, paintings of dusty, decrepit, and 
neglected pharaonic sit es looking ideal and splendid as if there were no 
modern Egyptians but only European spectators), and exotic distance were 
trulyunprecedented/rhereproductions of the Description therefore are not 
descriptions but<^y^ gft^r.^ First the temples and palaces were reproduced 
in an orientation and perspective that staged the actuality of ancient Egypt 
asjteflficted ^through the impe rial eye: then — since all of them were empty 
or lifeless — in the words of Ampere, they had to be made to speak, and 
hence the efficacy of Champollion’s deci 




' - 1 


m 


m 
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This continuous process went on roughly from 1798 until the 1860s, and 
it is French. Unlike England, which had India, and Germany, which, at a 
remove, had the organized learning that went with Persia and India* France 
had this rather imaginative and enterprising field in which, as Raymond 
Schwab says in The Oriental Renaissance, scholars “from Rouge to Mariette at 
the end of the line [started by Champollion’s work] . . . were . . . explorers 
with isolated careers who le arned everything on their own. ” 96 TheNapole- 
WSre explorers who learned everything on their own, since 
oforganized; truly. jpodem-and-scientific kn owledge 
about Egypt on which they could draw . As Martin Bernal has characterized 


lib j ( alc. 
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it, although the prestige of Egypt throughout the eighteenth century was 
considerable, it was associated with esote ric and mystifying currents like 
-Masonry. 97 Champollion and Mariette were eccenmcs and autodidacts^but 
they were moved by scientific and rationalistic energies. The meaning of this 
in the ideological terms of Egypt’s presentation in French archeology is that 
Eg yp^ou l d bg^scribe^as the first andj^ the 


_a claim that Schwab 


regards as false 


Orien talist work done by European scholars on other parts of the anripm 
wojltLIn any event, Schwab says: 

Writing in the Revue des Deux-Mondes in June 1868 [just at the point that 
Draneht, Khedive Ismail, and Mariette began to conceive of what was 
to become Aida ] Ludovic Vitet hailed “the unparalleled discoveries” of 
the orientalists over the preceding fifty years. He even spoke of “the 
ardieologicaLte yolution for which the Orient is the fh»a f r«, ’^ T 
calmly asserted that “the movement started with Champollion and 
everything began because of him. He is the point of departure for all 
these discoveries.” Vitet’s own progression following the one already 
established in the public mind, he then passed on to the Assyrian 
monuments and finally to a few words on the Vedas. Vitet did not 
linger. Cle^lj^far^agol eon’s expedi tion to Egypt, the m o numents 
digreand the scholMy-inissigamlmgrian sites ha d alread y sp okem 
gLgygg one. India never revived excep t r»n^pp?i»i8~ 


Auguste Mariette s career is significant for Aida in many interesting ways. 
Although there has been some dispute about his exact contribution to the 
Aida libretto, his intervention has been vindicated definitively by Jean Hum- 
bCrt as % J m P ortant inaugurating one for the opera." (Immediately behind 
the librettowaiTilsToIe^s^principal designer of antiquities at the Egyptian 
pavilion in the Paris International Exhibition of 1867, one of the greatest and 
earliest displays of imperial potency.) 

Although archeolo gy, grand op e ra, and the European univ ersal exposi- 
tions^ re oBvrous fyJ^e nt worlds, someo ne like Mariette connectsThem 
*5 , suggestive way s. There is a perspicacious accounrorwha 7 mi|hrhave 
made possIblelTariette’s passages between the three worlds: 

The universal expositions of the nineteenth century were intended as 
mi croco sms that would summarize the entire human experience — past 
andpYesenC thefhru'ren ar- 

ticulated /Order,; they also signified the d ominan t_rd ation of power . 
Ordering and characterization ranked, rationalized, and objectified dif- 
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ferent societies. The resulting hierarchies portrayed a. world w here 
races, sexes, and nations occupied fixed places assigned to them by th e 
expositku i_committees of host countries . The forms through which 
non- Western cultures were represented at the fairs were predicated 
upon the social arrangements already established in the “host” culture, 
France; thus it is important to describe the parameters for they set the 
patterns of national representation and provided the channels of cul- 
tural expression through which the knowledge produced by the exposi- 
tions would he fashioned. 100 


In the catalogue he wrote for the 1867 exhibition, Mariette rather strenu- 
ously stressed tli e recon st ructive asp ects, leaving little doubt in anyone’s mind 
that he, Mariette, had bro ught Egypt rn Europ e for the first time, as it were. 


30 so because of 


lacular archeological successes at some 


J thirty-five sites, including those at Giza, Sakkarah, Edfu, and Thebes where, 
in Brian Fagan’s apt words, he “excavated with complete abandon.” 101 In 
addition, Mariette was engaged regularly in both excav atin g ancL empcving 
sites, jso that as the European museums (especially the Louvre) grew in 
Egyptian treasure, Mariette rather cynically displayed the actual tombs in 
Egypt empty, keeping a bland composure in his explanations to “disap- 
pointed Egyptian officials.” 102 

In service to the Khedive, Mariette encountered Ferdinand d e Lesseps , 
tbe canal's architect. W e know that the two collaborated in various restora- 
tive and curatorial schemes, and I am convinced that both men had a similar 
vision — perhaps goi ng back to earlier Saint-Simon ian, Masonic, and theo- 
sophic European~I 3 eas about Eg ypt — out oTwhich they spun Th¥Ir~quite 
extraordinary schemes, whose effectiveness, it is important to note, was 
increased by the alliance in each of them of personal will, a penchant for 
theatricality, and scientific dispatch. 

Mar ktte’s libretto for AidaJeSto his design for costumes and sets, and 
this, in turn, back to the remarka bly prophetic scenic de signs of tFeTTg/cri/)- 
tionJThe most striking pages^rtKe Descnption seern to beieecfi some very 
grand actions or personages to fill them, and their emptiness and scale look 


fee opera sets w aitin 


heir implied European context is 


le their actual 


atian setting in the 


The temple at Phylae as rendered in the Description (and not a supposed 
original at Memphis) was almost certainly in Mariette’s mind as he designed 
the first scene in Aida, and although it is unlikely that Verdi saw these very 
prints, he did see reproduced versions of them that circulated widely in 
Europe; having seen them made it easier for him to house the loud military 


The Empire at 


IZI 


music that occurs so frequently in Aida’s first two acts. It is also likely that 
Mariette’s notions about costumes came from illustrations in the Description 
which hgjdaptedj or the opera, though there are substantial differences. I 
think that Mariette had in his own mind’s eye transmuted the pharaonic 
originals into a roughjacidern equiialer it. into what pre-historic Egyptian s 
would look like accoutered in styles prevalent in 1870 : Europeanized faces, 


would look like accoutered in styles prevalent in 1870 : Europeanized faces, 
moustaches, and beards are the giveaway . ~~ ~ — 

The result was an Orientalized Egypt, which Verdi had arrived at in the 
m uslc quite on his o wn. Well-known examples occur mostly in the second 
actrthechanToflK?pfiestess and, a little later, the ritual dance. We know 
that Verdi was most concerned with the accuracy bf this scene, since it 
required the most authentication and caused him to ask the most detailed 
historical questions. A document sent by Ricordi to Verdi in the summer of 
1870 contains material on ancient Egyp t, of which the most detailed was 
about co nsecrations , priestly rites, and other facts concerning ancient Egyp- 
tiaiijreligiQiL^Verdrused TittIe of”It, but the sources are indicative Tf a 
generalized European awareness of the Orient as derived from Volney and 
Creuzer, to which was added Champollion’s more recent archeological 
work. All of this, however, concerns .prigsts : no women are m entioned. 

Verdi does two things to this material. He converts some"oTthe~priests 
into priestesses, following the conven tional European practice of making 
Or iental women central to any exotic practiceT the^ 
his priestesses are the dancing girls, slaves, concubines, and bathing harem 
beauties prevalent in mid-nineteenth-century European art and, by the 
1870s, entertainment. These displays of feminine eroticism a I 'orie nt a l e “ar- 
— powe r relations and — revea led a desire to enhance su prem acy 
t hrough representation .” 103 Some of this is easy to spot in the scene in Act 
II set inside Amneris’s chamber, in which sensuality and cruelty are inev- 
itably associated (for example, in the dance of Moorish slaves). The other 
thing Verdi does is jt o convert the general Orientalist cliche of life at 
court into a more directly allusive b arb against 
R amfis the High Priest is, I think, informed bot h by Verdi’s Risorgimento 
anti-clericalism and by his ideas about the despotic Orien t al potentate aman 
whojy ill exact vengeance out of sheer. biQ.odthirst.masked in legalismland 
s criptural prece dent jH ' f* CT£~<_ 

As for the mo^H y_gjcOJk_.nrusJc^ we know from his letters that Verdi 
consulted the work of Francois-Joseph Fetis, a Belgian musicologist who 
seems to have irritated and fascinated him in equal measure. Fdtis was the 


sean to attempt a : 


European music as a separate part 


-b£-dl g ... general h is fnvy ofjnusic, in his Resume philosophique de I’histoire de la 
musique (1835). His unfinished Histoire generate de la musique depuis les temps 
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ancients a nos jours (1869-76) carried the project further, emphasizing the 
unique particula rity of exotic music a nd it s integral identity . Fetis seems to 
have known E. W. Lane’s work on nineteenth-century Egypt, as well as the 
two volumes on Egyptian music in the Description. 

Fdtis’s value for Verdi was that^e^ouMjceM^^iu^les i_in i^jiis_jsrorL..of 
“ Oriental” mus ic — the harmonic cliches, much used in carnival hoochy- 
kooch, are based on a flattening of the hypertonic — and i nstances of Oriental 
instrume nts, which in some cases corresponded to representation in the 
Description: harps, flutes, and the by now well-known ceremonial trumpet, 
which Verdi went to somewhat comic effort to have built in Italy. 

Lastly, Verdi and Mariette collaborated imaginatively — and in my opin- 
ion, most successfully — in cr eating the quite wonderful atmospherics of Ac t 
III, the so-called - Nile scene. Here too an idealized representation in the 
Napoleonic Description was the probable model for Mariette’s image of the 
scene, whereas Verdi heightened his conception of an antique Orient by 


:ive musi cal means. 


>ie outline that sustains 1 


opens o ut 


he turbulent an 


uiet scene-paintmg 
lent and conflicted 


climax Among Aida. hfm Jather, and Radames. M ariette’s sketch for the 
setting of this magnificent scene is lik e a synt hesk...o£iL:_Egypt: “The set 
represents a garden of the palace. At the left, the oblique facade of a 
pavilion — or tent. At the back of the stage flows the Nile. On the horizon the 
mountains of the Libyan chain, vividly illuminated by the setting sun. 
Statues, palms, tropical shrubs.” 104 No wonder that, like Ve rdi, hej aw 
h imself as a creato r: "Aida," he said in a letter to the patient and ever- 
resourceful Draneht (July 19, 1871), “is in effect a product of my work. I am 
the one who convinced the Viceroy to order its presentation; Aida in a word, 


i s a creation ol mv brain, 
Aida thus incorporates and 


ases material about J 


at in a torm 1 


Verdi and M aidette_CQuld claim w ith j ustification t o b e of their makin g. Yet 
I suggest that the work suffers — or is at least peculiar — because of the 
selectivity of and emphases in what is included and, by implication, ex- 
cluded. Verdi must have had opportunities to wonder what modern Egyp- 
tians thought of his work, how individual listeners responded to his music, 
what would become of the opera after the premiere. But little of this has 
found its way into thejrecord, except a few ill- tempered lettersrebuk ing 
European critics at the premiere ; they gave him unwelcome publicity, he said 
rathercKurlishiyrfe^ we already begin to get a sense of 

Verdi’s distance from the opera, a Verfremdums effekt. I belie ve, already writ- 


i\# jj ( alc. 


f he Empire at tVork:W%'s U ^i ' bl ° gspotcom 
• ■ • You in Cairo? This ic 1 

imagine! It seems to me that in^hiswovZ^ ' Y f ° r Aida °JL e -Could 

prep.,^ 

public with my Operas, ready to be blasted "YY 1 went before the 
succeed in stirring up some favorable ' 311 ^ Ulte ba PPy if I could 

anist , 


an that addnorhin„ 

ar Lg P era ; in fact they obscure the „ . , aa no ™ n g tOThe worth of 

Th “ « 

Boi^fArdVrefr^z"™*? for “">• bu ' > » 

opera I wan, „„l y a good md d J «« For this 

m enMl perf orma „„ « iafervogl and iosmi . 

zt: ^ - a *• 


^ ak ° “ b - ™SoZtr^° f \T ^ 

of tod., wh ore 

Risorgimento as he worked on Aida appears in the Y P ° ,iticS ° f the 
entailing personal failure or, as it can W Y^®^Mccess 

Verdi seems to have imagi^Td^S^ 

ending up in the fbnerea to nes of tZ dd' of James’s ^ 

“A« IV — a possib]e * a nd certainly the divided stage 

fully-impressed on his mind the diLrdil Descri P tion ~V>w- " 

passion and Aida’s and Radames’s ° f Amneris ’s unrequited 
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Aida's airlessness-and , immobility are relieved only by ballets and trium- 
phal parades, but even these displays are undermined in some way: Verdi 
was too intelligent and single-minded to have left them untouched. The 
dance of Ramfis’s triumphant consecration in Act I of course leads to 
Radames’s demise in Acts III and IV, so there i s lit t le ja.be pleased about ; 
the dance of the Moorish slaves in Act II, scene i, is a dance ofilaveiTwho 
entertain Amneris as she malevolently plays with Aida, her slave rival. As 
for the really famous part of Act II, scene 2, here we have perha ps the core 
of Aida’s effrecrious appeal to audiences and directors alike, who take it as an 


Deal to audien ces and d: 
ire or less anything so 


of display. This in fact may not be far from Verdi s intention . 

Take as three modern examples the following: One — 

Aida in Cincinnati (March 1986). A press release from the Cincinnati 
Opera announces that for its performance of Aida this season the fol- 
lowing animals would take part in the Triumph scene: 1 aardvark, 
1 donkey, 1 elephant, 1 boa constrictor, 1 peacock, 1 toucan, 1 red-tail 
hawk, 1 white tiger, 1 Siberian lynx, 1 cockatoo, and 1 cheetah — total 
11; and that the body count for the production will total 261, being 
made up of 8 principals, 117 chorus (40 regular chorus, 77 extras), 24 
ballet, 101 supernumeraries (including 12 zoo keepers), and 11 animals. 107 


Th is is Aida as a more or less untreated, partu t-c omic outpouring of op u- 
l ence. a feat played and replayed with matchless v ulgarityjrt the Baths of 
-Caracal!^ 

In contrast there is Wieland Wagner’s Act II, scene 2, a parade of Ethi- 
opian prisoners carrying totems, masks, ritual objects as elements of an 
ethnographic exhibition presented to the audience. This “was the transfer- 
ence of the whole setting of the work from the Egypt of the Pharaohs to the 
darker Africa of a prehistoric age”: 

What I was trying to do, in regard to the scenery, was to give Aida the 
colourful fragrance that is in it — deriv ing it not from an Egyptian 
nmseum,!iu^(m inherentpmdiework itse ff. I wanted 

to get away from false Egyptian artiness and false operatic monumen- 
tality, from Hollywoodish historical painting, anek return to a rchaic — 
which is to say, in terms of Egyptology — to pre-dynastic times. 108 


Wagner’s emphasis is on the difference between “our” world and “the irs," 
surely s omething that Verdi emphasize d too, wit h his recognition that t he 


j ( alc. ^ J) 


The Empire at ^:W^MIa J a blo 9 s P ot com 

^ 3 J^ ,an , or Vienna. And this recognition, interestingly enough brings 
2 t0 T “ f X1C ° whe - the leading singer, Maria Callas oum e f 

tTte^t by S< Verdt * ^ ^ °" 3 ^ ^ ^ ^ 

v i al !, thr “ eX 7 P ‘ eS the effort is made tO^CBlaiLtf lis one opening rh»r 
?ILiE£E 51 I®_tlmnigfr 2 i^he s^eemsro be lerrimT 

,M g , ms t0 be sa y in g> Come in as exotica or as captives stay 
le, and then leave me to my business. And to shore up his territory hi 

tI S Z a 7t S o 1C tte Hr* s' hafdly CVer USCd bef ° re ’ a 1 1 '^fjheiriji£signed 

*° a musical master, steepedC^TlZb 

V February 20, 1871, he wrote a correspondent, Giuseppe PfrSTri^for 
J2 “T"' then> . 1 W ° U,d Wa “ ^ -I "sorou s ex. “ 

-r PffJMU ajaiit ... No study of tbs modems!" 10 * This was in 

mumnlp • ~-IM 5 MIX.I§£feCl^frt]ie..QpfiraJie^as_writiDg (making the 
mummies sing, he once said), which opens with a piecTof strict cLl 
wnangj Verdi’s contrapuntal and stretto techniques in Aida reach a height- 
ened intensity and rigor of an order he rarely achieved. Along with the 

~~?™ C i> 0ttlng Atda ’ s ^ore (some of which was later to become the 
KhedlvalEgypuan naaonal anthem), these learned passages strengthen foe 

TsLTr ^ and “ 7 re t0 ^ 

In short, Aida quite precisely recalls the enabling^cTrcumstances of its 
ommission and composition, and, like an echo to an original sound con- 
^.mgJ^jSfi^ts_of ^contemporary context it works so hard to exd^dT 

it “^: 3U K 0f 7 r0pe ’ S Version of Egypt « a moment in 
ts nineteenth-century history, a history for which Cairo in the years i86<>- 

871 was an extraordinarily suitable site. A foil contrapuntal appreciation If 

' re y ea s %-g^Qcnirg_oTrefgrgn ce and attitude, a web If 2 ZZns 

—-^^IRihg-Oge ra s visual and musical te xt 
Consider t^^^a^E^ri^l^y defeats a'n Ethiopjan force but the 

zt t dK “ mpai8n is in,p “ 8 "' d » ■ 

dea h, and dies by asphyxiation. This episode of antiquarian inter-African 
^.acquires considerable resonance when one re'aiit^aiiS^k 
L u " d of Anglo-Egypuan rivalry in East Africa from the 184^ till the 1860s 

was elgertelp 3 ^ *** U " der Khedive Ismail - " b ° 

was eager to expand southward, as a threat to their Red Sea hegemony and 

the safety of their route to India; nevertheless, prudently shifting policv tie 

r 1 encoura g ed Ismail’s moves in East Africa as a way of blocking French 
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and Italian ambitions in Somalia and Ethiopia. By the early 1870s the change 
was completed, and by 1882 Britain occupied Egypt entirely. From the 
F rench point of view, incorporated by Mariette, Aida dra matized the danger s 
o f a successful Egyptian policy of force in Ethiopia, especially s ince Ismail 
himself — as Ottoman V iceroy — was interested insuchven^ 
achi eving more independence from Istanbul. 110 

There is more than that in ^/ia’ssimpKcity and severity, especially since 
so much about the opera, and the Opera House, which was built to house 
Verdi’s work, concerns Ismail himself and his reign (1863-1879). A fair amount 
of work has been done recently on the economic and political history of 
European involvement in Egypt during the eighty years after Napoleon’s 
expedition; much of this concurs with the position taken by Egyptian nation- 
alist historians (Sabry, Rafi‘, Ghorbal) that t he viceregal heirs who compose d 
Mohammad A li!sjtoiast¥^in-a-iles cending order of me rit (with the excep- 
tion of the intransigent Abbas), involved Egypt ever more deeply in what ha s 




1 .c-gypt ever more deer 
1 ut more accurate' 


a gglomeration of European financiers. merch ant-bankers..loan-cofp(»PMions : 
a nd comme r cial adventures . This led ineluctably to the British occupation 
of 1882, and, just as ineluctably, to the eventual reclamation of the Suez Canal 
by Gamal Abdel Nasser in July 1956. 

By the 1860s and 1870s the most striking feature of the Egyptian economy 
was the boom in cotton sales that occurred when the American Civil War 
closed off American supply to European mills; this only accelerated the 
various distortions in the local economy (by the 1870s, according to Owen, 
“the entire Delta had been converted into an export sector devoted to the 
production, processing and export of two or three crops,” 112 ) which were 
part of a much larger, more depressing situation. E gypt was opened to 


' sort, some cr 


, some beneficial (like the constructions of 


railroads and road s)^dLcgsdy^£SB g.cially the canal . Development was fi- 
nanced by issuing treasury bonds, printing money, increasing the budgetary 
deficit; the growth of the public debt added a good deal to Egypt’s foreign 
debt, the cost of servicing it, and the further penetration of the country by 
foreign investors and their local agents. The general cost for foreign loans 
seems to have been somewhere between 30 and 40 percent of their fa ce 
value,_ (David Landes’s Bankers and Pashas gives a detailed history of the 
whole sordid yet amusing episode.) 115 

In addition to its deepening economic weakness and dependency on 
Eu ropean fina nce, Egypt under Ismail underwent an impo rta nt series o f 
a ntithetical dev elopme nts. At the same time that the population grew natu- 
rally, the size of foreign resident communities grew geometrically — to 
90,000 by the early 1880s. The concentration of wealth in the viceregal family 


bita j flc. jta ^-^.1 j£ 
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and its retainers in turn established a pattern of virtual feudal landholdi ng 
3 ° 4 . ufaLHizilgge, whi^nrurn-hastenedthed evelopmenf oTIrTafionli;^ 
conscio usness of resistanc e. Public opinion seems to have opposed Ismail as 
muclTBecause he was perceived to be handing Egypt over to foreigners as 
because those foreigners fo r iheir part appeared to take Egyptj s quiescence 
and weakness for granted. I t was noted angrily, says the Egyptian historian 
Sabry, that in Napoleon Ill’s speech at the canal’s opening, he mentioned 
France and its canal but never Egypt. 114 On the other side of the spectrum, 
Ismail_was publicly attacked by pro-Ottoman jonrnalisrsUs fnr the folly n f 
hisjxorbitan dy expensive European trip s (these are chronicled in almost 
sickening detail in Georges Douin, Histoire du r'egne du Khedive Ismail, vol. 
2), 116 his pretence of independence from the Porte, his overtaxing of his 
subjects, his lavish invitations to European celebrities for the canal opening. 
Tjl^more^Kjiediye lsmail wished to appear independent, the mo re his 
effro ntery cost Egypt, the more the Qttoman&res enrpH his shnwg nf inH»po n - 
dgncg^and the more his European cred itors resolved to keep a closer han d 
o n him ,Jsmail’s “ambition and imagination startled his listeners. In the hot* 
straitened summer of 1864, he was thinking not only of canals and railroads, 
but of Paris-on-the-Nile and of Ismail, Emperor of Africa. Cairo would have 
itS ^ ands boulevards. Bourse, theatres, opera; Egypt would have a large army, 
a powerful fleet. Why? asked the French Consul. He might also have asked 
How?” 117 

“How” was to proceed with the renovation of Cairo , which required the 
employment of many Europeans (amo^g' 7 henrD 7 aneht) and the develop- 
ment of a n ew class of city-dwellers whos fijtastes^nd requireme nts por- 
tended the expansion of a local market gea red to exp ensive imported goods. 


As Owen says, “where foreign imports were important . . . was in catering 
to t * ie c ° m P letel V different consumption pattern of a large foreign popula- 
QgP-aaAjhosfcamp ng the local Egyptian landowners a nd officials who had 
BggTm_io,live in Eur gpean types of houses in th e EuropeahizedlecBorTof 
C airo and Alexandria where almost everything of imporrnnce^^pifrchased 
from abroad— even building materia l.” 1 18 And, we mighFidd rigjSg^E^l j 
Bgsg rs, singers, conductors, j gg ts, and costumes . An important added benefit * 
to such projects was to convince foreigh creditors with visible evidence that 
their money was being put to good use. 110 

Unlike Alexandria, however, Cairo was an Arab and Islamic city, even in 
Ismail’s heyday. Aside from the romance of the Giza archeological sites, 
Cairo’s past did not communicate easily or well with Europe; here were no 
Hellenistic or Levantine associations, no gentle sea breezes, no bustling 
Mediterranean port life. Cairo’s massive centrality to Africa, to Islam, to the 
Arab and Ottoman worlds seemed like an intransigent barrier to European 


ptian landown ers and 
houses in the Europi 


-> airo and Alexandria where almost ev e 
rom abroad — -even building materia l.” 
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investors, and the hope of making it more accessible and attractive to them 
surely prompted Ismail to support the city’s modernization. This he did 
essentially b y dividing Cairo. One can do no better than to quote from the 
best twentieth-century account of Cairo, Cairo: 1001 Years of the City Victorious, 
by the American urban historian Janet Abu-Lughod: 

Thus by the end of the nineteenth century Cairo consisted of two 
distinct physical com munities, divided one from the other by barriers 
much broader than the little" single street that marked their borders. 
The discontinuity between Egypt’s past and future, which appeared as 
a small crack in the early nineteenth century, had widened into a 
gaping fissure by the end of that century. The city’s physical duality 
was but a manifestation of the cultural cleavage. 


the east lav the native city, still essenti 
ology, social structure, and wav of life: to t 
.tig~with its steam-powered techniques 


pre-industrial in 


mai — OIX with its steam-powered techniques, its faster pare an d 
wbeekdgaffiCj and k^Eur^peinlide'nSiiHfibjBlTro the east lay the 
labyrinth street pattern of yet unpaved harat and duruh, although by 
then the gates had been dismantled and two new thoroughfares pierced 
the shade; to the west were broad straight streets of macadam flanked 
by wide walks and setbacks, militantly crossing one another at rigid 
right angles or converging here and there in a roundpoint or maydan. 
The quarters of the eastern city were still dependent upon itinerant 
water peddlars, although residents in the western city had their water 
delivered through a convenient network of conduits connected with 
the steam pumping station near the river. Eastern quarters were 
plunged into darkness at nightfall, while gaslights illuminated the thor- 
oughfares to the west. Neither parks nor street trees relieved the sand 
and mud tones of the medieval city; yet the city to the west was 
elaborately adorned with French formal gardens, strips of decorative 
flower beds, or artificially shaped trees. One entered the old city by 
caravan and traversed it on foot or animal-back; one entered the new 
by railroad and proceeded via horse-drawn victoria. In short, on all 
critic al points the two c ities, despite their physical contiguity, were 
miles apart socially and centuries apart technologTcilly. 120 


The Opera House built by Ismail for Verdi s at right at the center of the 
n ortR^uth-^xis^ ^THFmldHIFofir spa cious square, fac ing the European 
.city, which stretched westwaTcTto tbe banks of the Nile. To the north were 
the railroad station, Shepheards Hotel, and the Azbakiyah Gardens for 
which, Abu-Lughod adds, “Ismail imported the French landscape architect 
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whose work he admired in the Bois de Boulogne and Champs de Mars and 
commissioned him to redesign Azbakiyah as a Parc Monceau, complete with 
the free form pool, grotto, bridges, and belvederes which instituted the 
inevitable cliches of a nineteenth-century French garden.” 121 To the south 
lay Abdin Palace, redesigned by Ismail as his principal residence in 1874. 
ehind the Opera House lay the teeming quarters of Muski, Sayida Zeinab 

A^llLji'K^dmi held backTy the^Ojiera House’s imposing size and Euro- 
pean authority . — 

Ki, j r °n ^ m % 5«ntofrefon Jt sgme 

of production . 1 22 

Tins is beautifully evoked in perhaps the finest account of Ismailian Cairo 
the Khittat Tawfikiya of Ali Pasha Mobarak, the prodigiously energetic minis- 
ter of public works and education, an engineer, nationalist, modernizer 
tireless historian, village son of a humble^, a man as fascinated by the 
West as he was compelled by the traditions and religion of the Islamic East. 
Une has the impression that Cairo’s changes in this period forced Ali Pasha 
to record the city’s life in recognition that the.. dynamics of Cairo now 
tegui^djjiew^gdern^entioutpdg tail, detail whi^timu l^^,^^^;... 
~^^-^ s ^®ffl 2 S 9 ^iSdobser 5 anfinsjia_dl£.pfflrtof ^e_native Cairene. 
All does not mention the Opera, although he speaks in detail of Ismail’s 
lavish expenditure on his palaces, his gardens and zoos, and his displays for 
visiting dignitaries. Later Egyptian writers will, like Ali, note the ferment of 
this period, but will also note (e.g., Anwar Abdel-Malek) the Opera House 
andA^asantin omian symbols o f th e country’s artistic life W it, imuerTal- 
i?»ugation. In 1971 the wooden Opera House burned down; it was never 
rebuilt there, and its site was occupied first by a parking lot, then by a 
multistoned garage. In 1988 a new cultural center was built on the Gezira 
Island with Japanese money; this center included an opera house. 

Clearly we should conclude that Cairo could not long sustain Aida as an 
QPgrajm tten for an occasion and a place it seemed to outlive, even as it 

P^-^iS^^lSdsEuropeM. facade, its simpl icity and^rigormscnbed^nlEbse 

Aidajsj m aesthetic of separation , and we cannot see in Aida the congruence 
etween it anTCai'ro 'tTiat Xeats saw in both the frieze on the Grecian urn 
and what corresponded with it, the town and citadel “emptied of this folk 
this pious morn.” Atdajoy^t^ ^ was an imperia l article de luxe 

clientele whose entertainment was incidental 

M anette, fo rjhverse^Hu^^ and 
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restless will. Despite its shortcomings, Aida can be enjoyed and interpreted 
^s~aTTciiia~Df curat^rial^rEr. whose rigor and unbending frame recall, with 
relentlessly mortuary logic, a precise historical moment and a specifically 
dated aesthetic form, an imperial spectacle designed to alienate and impress 
an almost exclusively European audience. 

Of course, t his is very far from Aida's position in the cultural repe rtory 
ro d . a Y*Aridcertai nly it is true that many great aesthetic objects of empire are 
remembgrgd_a nd admired without th e ba ggage o f domination t hat they 
ca rried through the process from _ gestiLaQn_tQ _production . Yet the empire 
remains, in inflection and traces, to J,e read, seen, and hear d. And by not 
taking account of the imperialist structures of attitude and reference they 
suggest, even in works like Aida, which seem unrelated to the struggle for 
territory and control, we reduce those works to caricatures, elaborate ones 
perhaps, but caricatures nonetheless. 

9ne must remember, too, that y/hgn_one^belo ngs to the more pow erful 
snjej n ,*be imperial and colonial encounter, it is quite possible to ove rlook, 
forget, gr,.ignQre--the.-unpleas.an.t_j.spe.cis...Qf,w hat went on “out the re.” The 
cultural machinery of spectacles like Aida, of the genuinely interesting 
books written by travellers, novelists, and scholars, of fascinating photo- 
graphs and exotic paintings— has had a n aesthetic as well as infor mative 
cfecLojL^jKOgean_judigncg^. Things stay remarkably unchanged when 
such distancing and aestheticizing cultural practices are employed, for they_ 
split-and-therLane stherize th e jrtietr QPolitan consciousness. In i86y the British 
Governor of Jamaica, E.J. Eyre, ordered a retaliatory massacre of Blacks for 
the killing of a few whites; this revealed to many English people the injus- 
tices and horrors of colonial life; the subsequent debate engaged famous 
public personalities both for Eyre’s declaration of martial law and massacre 
ofjamaican Blacks (Ruskin, Carlyle, Arnold) and against him (Mill, Huxley, 
Lord Chiefjustice Cockburn). In time, however, the case was forgotten, and 
other “administrative massacres” in the empire occurred. Yet, in the words 
of one historian, Gre at Britain managed to maintain the distinction be - 
tween domestic liberty and imperial authority [which he describes as “re- 
pfessmn ^ : ~~ ' 

Most modern readers of Matthew Arnold’s anguished poetry, or of his 
celebrated theory in praise of culture, do not also know that Arnold con- 
nected the administrative massacre” ordered by Eyre with tough British 
policies toward colonial Eire and s trongly approved b oth; Culture and Anarchy 
is set plumb in the middle of the Hyde Park Riots 0^867, ~and what Arnold 
had to say about culture was specifically believed to be a deterrent to 
rampant disorder colonial, Irish, domestic. J amaicaiiSj Irishmen, and 
women, and some historians hrinor nn „*» 


women, and 


3 ring up these m assacres at 
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foments, but most Anglo-American readers of Arnold remain oblivious see 

1 < f m ~ lf they 1 ° ok at them at all ~ a* irrelevant to the more important 
cultural theory that Arnold appears to be promoting for all the ages. 

(As a small parenthesis, it is important to note that whatever its legal basis 
against Saddam Hussein’s brutal occupation of Kuwait, Operation Desert 
Storm was^ also partly launched so as .to lay the ghost of the “Vietnam 
syndrome ^ to asser t that th e United States couTdlror ^^ 
n 1 1 1 c k I v 1 o en crotn ~ — ; 


> w mat iwu minion Viet- 

namese were killed, and that sixteen years after the end of the war Southeast 
Asia is still devastated. Therefore making America strong and enhancing 
President Bush s image as a leader took precedence over destroying a distant 
soaety. And high technology and clever public relations were used to make 
the war seem exciting, clean, and virtuous. As Iraq underwent paroxysms of 
disintegration, counter-rebellion, and mass human suffering, American pop- 
ular interest briefly cheered.) 

For the European of the late nineteenth century, an interes ting range of 
°P^!i£l?, ffered > a11 Premised upon the subo rdination and^TrrimG,^^ 
1S aifilf&rgeffing^elightm the useoFjriwer—thepower 
to observe, rule, hold, and profit from distant territories and people. From 
these come voyages of discovery, lucrative trade, administration, annexa- 
tion, learned expeditions and exhibitions, local spectacles, a new class of 
colonial rulers and experts. Another is an ideological rationale for reducing 
- rqcon s u mting jhe native as someone'toliiT^ 
are styles of rule, as Thomas Hodgkin characterizes TKZ5TmKS7fctionalism 
in Colonial Africa — French Cartesianism, British empiricism, Belgian Plato- 
nism. ‘• And one finds them inscribed within the humanistic enterprise itself: 
the various colonial schools, colleges, and universities, the native elites 
created and manipulated throughout Africa and Asia. Third is the idea of 
estern salvation and redemption through its “civilizing mission.” Sup- 
ported jointly by the experts in ideas (missionaries, teachers, advisers, schol- 
ars) and in modern industry and communication, th e imperial idea of 
westermzmg ^he backw ard achieved permanent status world-wide, but. as 

a !! d °u hers have shown ’ 

nation/ 25 Fourth is the security of a situation rhaf the connnernr nnf 

gJosUa^ertu^ ofthe violence he d oes. ThekteTtf culture itself, as 
Arnold refined it, is designed to elevatepradtice to the level of theory to 
liberate ideological coercion against rebellious elements— at home and 
a road— from the mundane and historical to the abstract and general. “The 

i i-S5^ d ® £e d- an - Ilnas sailahk_pos^^^t 

jr~ e a ~ a ~~— Flfth 1S the P roce «s by which, after the natives have been 
displaced from their historical location on their land, t heir history is rewrit- 
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ten as a function of the imperial one. This process uses narrative to dispel 
c ontradi ctory memo ries and occ lude-violencfe — the exotic replaces the im- 
press of power with the blandishments of curiosity — with the imperial 
presence so dominating as to make impossible any effort to separate it from 
historical necessity. All these together create an amalgam of the arts of 
narrative and observation about the accumulated, dominated, and ruled 
territories whose inhabitants seem destined never to escape, to remain 
creatures of European will. 


( V ) 

The Pleasures of Imperialism 


J 


iy~ im is as unique in Rudyard Kipling’s life and career as it is in English 
JL \. literature. It appeared in 1901, twelve years after Kipling had left India, 
the place of his birth and the country with which his name will always be 
associated. More interestingly, Kim was Kipling’s only successfully sustained 
and mature piece of long fiction; although it can be read with enjoyment by 
a^oIescentsfiFcan also be read with respect and interest years after adoles- 
cence, by the general reader and the critic alike. Kipling’s other fiction 
consists either of short storie s (or collections thereof, such as The Jungle 
Books), pr^deegiy-flawed“lQBgecjffiC^ks_(like Captains Courageous, The Light 
That Failed, and Stalky and Co., whose other interest is often overshadowed 
by failures of coherence, vision, or judgement). Only Conrad, anot her m aster 
stylist, can be consi dered along with Kipli ng, his slightly younger peer, to 
have render ed the experie nce of e mpire as the main subiectof his workwith 
sucKTorcejand even though the two artists are remarkably different in tone 
ancTstyleT, they brought to a basically insular and provincial British audience 
the color , glamor, and romance of the British overseas enterprise, which was 
well-known to specialized sectors of the home society. Of the two, it is 
Kipling — less ironic, technically sel f-conscious, and equ ivocal than Con- 
rad — who~acquired a large audien ceearlyon.Jiiit both writersTiave re- 
mained a ggzarig for scholars of English literature, who find them eccentric, 
often troubling, better treated with circumspection or even avoidance than 
absorbed into the canon and domesticated along with peers like Dickens and 
Hardy. 

Conrad’s major visions of imperialism concern Africa in Heart of Darkness 
(1899), the South Seas in Lord Jim (1900), and South America in Nostromo 
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(1904), but Kipling's greatest work concentrates on Ind i a, a territory C onrad 
neverwrote_about. And by the late nineteenth century India had becomethe 
greatest, most durable, and most profitable of all British, perhaps even 
European, colonial possessions. From the time the first British expedition 
arrived there in 1608 until the last British Viceroy departed in 1947, India had 
a massive influence on British life, in commerce and trade, industry and 
politics, ideology and war, culture and the life of imagination. In English 
literature and thought the list of great names who dealt with and wrote about 
India is astonishingly impressive, for it includes William Jones, Edmund 
Burke, William Makepeace Thackeray, Jeremy Bentham, James and John 
Stuart Mill, Lord Macaulay, Harriet Martineau, and, of course Rudyard 
Kipling, whose importance in the definition, the imagination, the formula- 
tion of what India was to the British empire in its mature pha se, just befor e 
jhgjyholee difice began ^ta_splii„and crack, is undeniable. 

Kipling not only wrote about India, b ut was ;o£jt H is father, Lockwood, 
a refined scholar, teacher, and artist (the model for the kindly curator of the 
Lahore Museum in Chapter One of Kim), was a jeachex in . British India. 
Rudyard was born tlier e in i86f, and during t he first years ofh is life he spoke 
Hmdustanj^pdJiyed.aJife yery much like Kim’s. a SahTb in n ative clothes. 
At the age of six he and his sister were sent to England to begin school; 
app allingly traumatic, the experience of his first years in England (in the 
care~bra Mrs: Holloway at Southsea) furnished Kipling with an enduring 
subject matter, the jnteractiQa bei ween vou th-and ainpleasan r auth^in^ 
which he rendered with great complexity and ambivalence throughout his 
life. Then Kipling went to one of the lesser public schools designed for 
children of the colonial service, the United Services College at Westward 
Ho! (the greatest of the schools was Haileybury, reserved for the upper 
echelons of the colonial elite); he returned to India in 1882. His family was 
still there, and so for seven years, as he tells of those events in his posthu- 
mously published autobiography Something of Myself hgJKOrkedas-a-joumal- 
— i-Stifl-the Punjab JjrsUjB jTfo- Civil and Militam .GazetteAaw. T nn The P in ke r 

His first stories came out of that experience, and were published locally; 
at that time he also began writing his poetrv dwhat T. S. Eliot has called 
“verse”), first collected in Blfartmental Ditties (1886). Kipling left India in 1889, 
never again to reside there for any length of time, although for the rest of 
his life his art fed on the memories of his early Indian yea rs. Subsequently, 
Kipling stayed forjijyhifiOn ths^UnK^rSmg^anTmai^ed an American 
woman)_andSou^ Kim was written 

at Bateman, the houseTie remained in till his death in 1936. He quickly won 
great fame and a large readership; in 1907 he was awarded the Nobel Prize. 
His friends were rich and powerful; they included his cousin Stanley Bald- 
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win, King George V, Thomas Hardy; many prominent writers including 
Henry James and Conrad spoke respectfully of him. After World War One 
(in which his son John was killed) his vision darkened consideraJbly^Al- 
though he remained a Tory imperialist, hisbleak visionary stories of En- 
gland and the future, together with his eccentric animal and 
quasi-theological stories, forecast also a change in his reputation. At his 
death, he was accorded the honor reserved by Britain for its greatest writers; 

. fa^-wasJuiagd^ia-WestininsteiLAfabe y. He has remained an institution i n 

English letters, albeit one always slightly apart from the great central strand, 
^knoy^lgdged~but sII^K ed 7 appreci ated but neverfaTlwcanonlzecir 
Kipling s admirers and acoTytes have often spoken of his representations 
of India as if the India he wrote about was a timeless, unchanging, and 

; essential locale, ajla^e-altnost^ s much poetic as it is^ m dlnffiogfaiphi- 

cal concretene ss. This, I think, is a radical misreading of his works. If 
.Kipling s India has essential and unchanging qualities, this was becaus e he 
?is!iketai£l)L^^ After all, we do not assume that Kipling’s 

f late stories about England or his Boer War tales are about an essential 
England or an essential South Africa; rather, we surmise correctly that 
Kipling was responding to and in effect imaginatively reformulating his 
sense of these places at particular moments in their histories. The same is 
true of Kipling s India, which must be interpreted as a territory dominated 
by Britain for three hundred years, and only then beginning to experience 
the unrest that would culminate in decolonization and independence. 

Two factors must be kept in mind as we interpret Kim. One is that, 
whether we like it or not, i ts aut hor is writing not just from the dominating 
vigwgoi nt of a w hite nia n in a col on iarpossession , bm from theZperspecnve 
-I-li EAy^ E^l^ ^^y^^ whosg^ecoiiflm y. functioning, and history had 
jicq uirecTthe s ta tus of a virtual fact of nat ure^ Kipling assumes a basically 
uncontested empire. On one side of the colonial divide was a white Christian 
Europe whose various countries, principally Britain and France, but also 
Holland, Belgium, Germany, Italy, Russia, Portugal, and Spain, controlled 
most of the earth s surface. On the other side of the divide, there were an 
i mmense v ariety of territories and races, all of them considered lesser* 

were^onsidgredj[nadfi-up,of inferior humans ^ a famous Daumier drawing, 
for instance, explicitly connects Irish whites and Jamaican Blacks. Each of 
these lesser subjects was classified and placed in a scheme of peoples guaran- 
teed scientifical ly by scholars and scientists like Georges Cuvier, Charles 
Darwin, and Robert Knox. The division between white and non-white, in 
India and elsewhere, was {tfSsolftte, and is alluded to throughout Kim as well 
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as the rest of Kipling s work ^ahib is a S_ah jb, and no amount of friendship 
or camaraderie can change thenfdiments of racial difference. Kipling would 

ne°rr h rrf ned : hat difference ’ and the ri g ht * « *e white Euro- 
pean to rule, than he would have argued with the Himalayas 

being as S wdl d a?r° r “ ^ ^ 

specific moment in his 

l^^i^anging., Km ls central t0 the quasi _ official age of em ire and 

m a way represents it. And even though Kipling resisted this reality, India 
was already well on its way toward a dynamic of outright opposition to 
British rule (tbeJndian_Na^^ in l88f) while 

among the dominant caste of Briri^colo^^^ as 

Rebemon n Th rt B nt 1“ attitude were occurring as a result of the 1857 

Rebellion. The British and Indians were both evolving, and together They 

Had 3 which opposition, animosity, and 
sympathy either kept them apart or brought them together. A remarkable 

eZhr ^ ^ Very illuminatin g of that history, filled with 
P hasps > in flection s . , d eli bera te incl usi o n s araLe xclusions as anv greatworkT 


fiSlinhV rt t T h !i m0re lntereStlng because Ki P ,in g ™ noTaT neutrST 
gure lifthe Anglo-Indian situation but a prominent actor in it 

Even though India gained its independence (and was partitioned) in 1047 
the question of how to interpret Indian and British history in the period after 
decolomzation is still, like all such dense and highly conflicted encounters, 
matter of strenuous, if not always edifying, debate. There is the view for 
example, that imperialism permanently scarred and distorted Indian life, so 
that even after decades of independence, the Indian economy, bled by 
nosh needs and practices, continues to suffer. Conversely, there are British 
intellectuals, political figures, and historians who believe that giving up the 

Symb ° 1S WCre SUCZ ’ Aden ’ and India — was bad for Britain 
s ^ dbad for ^ natlves ” wh ° both have declined in all sorts of ways ever 

rCad k t0day ’ Ki P ,in g’ s Kim can touch on many of these issues. 


the Indians as 


.. Q r as some how equal 


felt? Obviously, an Indian reader will give an answer thaTfocusses on 

faCt< £ S T T than 0therS (fbr example ’ Kiplin g’ s stereotypical views- 
would call them racialist — on the Orientaixharact^T^^SrF^^fioi, 

T n ltT iC H a H read r W i n StreSS the Grand 

Trunk Road. How then do we readAft^TliSInineteenth-century novel 

preceded by the works of Scott, Austen, Dickens, and Eliot? We must not 

forget that the book is after all a jovel in a line of novels, t hat there is more 
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than one history in it to be remembered, that the imperial experience while 
often regarded as exclusively political also entered into the cultural and 
aesthetic life of the metropolitan West as well. 

A brief summary of the novel’s plot may be rehearsed here. Kimball 
O’Hara is the orphaned son of a sergeant in the Indian army; his mother is 
also white. He has grown up as a child of the Lahore baz aars, carrying with 
him an amulet and some papers attesting to his origins. He meets up with 
a saintly Tibetan monk who is in search of the River where he supposes he 
will be cleansed of his sins. Kim becomes his chela, or disciple, and the two 
wander as adventurous mendicants through India, using some help from the 
English curator of the Lahore Museum. In the meantime Kim becomes 
involved in a British Secret Service plan to defeat a Russian-inspired con- 
spiracy whose aim is to stir up insurrection in one of the northern Punjabi 
provinces. Kim is used as a messenger between Mahbub Ali, an Afgh an ho rse 
. dealer who works for the Br itish, and Co jonel Cr&ighton. head-of the 
Service^ a scholarly enthnographer . Later Kim meets with the other mem- 
bers of Creighton s team in the Great Game, Lurgan Sahib and Hurree 
Babu, also an ethnographer. By the time that Kim meets Creighton, it is 
discovered that the boy is white (albeit Irish ) and not a native, as he appears, 
and he is sent to school at St. Xavier’s, where his education as a white boy 
is to be completed. The guru manages to get the money for Kim’s tuition, 
and during the holidays the old man and his young disciple resume their 
peregrinations. Kim and the old man meet the Russian spies, from whom the 
boy somehow steals incriminating papers, but not before the “foreigners” 
strike the holy man. Although the plot has been found out and ended, both 
the chela and his mentor are disconsolate and ill. They are healed by Kim’s 
restorative . . powers and, .a. rene wed contact with the earth: the olcTffiair 
understands that through Kim he has found the River. As the novel ends 
Kim returns to the Great Game, and in effect enters the British colonial 
service full-time. 

Some features of Kim will strike every reader, regardless of politics and 
history. It is a n overwhelmingly m ale novel, with two wonderfully attractive 
men at its center — aboy"wlio gro wslnto”early manhood, and an old ascetic 
priest. Grouped around them are other men, some of them companions, 
others colleagues and friends; these make up the novel’s major, defining 
reality. Mahbub Ali, Lurgan Sahib, the great Babu, as well as the old Indian 
soldier and his dashing horse-riding son, plus Colonel Creighton, Mr. Ben- 
nett, and Father Victor, to name only a few of the numerous characters in 
this teeming book: all of them spea k the language t hat men speak among 
themselve s. The women inlihe novel are remarkably few by comparison, and 
all of them are somehow debased or unsuitable for male attention — prosti- 
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rates elderly widows, or importunate and lusty women like the widow of 
Shamlegh; «>~-tefetern^ says Kim, is to be hindered 

in playing the Great Game, which is best played by men alone. We are in 
a masculine world dominated by travel, trade, adventure, and intrigue, and 
it is a.cehbatejworld, in which the common romance of fiction and the 
enduring institution of marriage are circumvented, avoided, all but ignored 
At best, women help things along: they buy you a ticket, they cook, they tend 
the ill, ana . . . they molest men. 

Kim himself, although he aggs in the novel from thirteen until he is 
sixteen or seventeen, remains rfbayp with a boy’s passion for tricks, pranks 
clever wordplay, resourcefiilnesWipling seems to have retained a life-long 
sympathy with himself as a boy beset by the adult world of domineering 
schoolmasters and priests (Mr. Bennett in Kim is an exceptionally unattrac 
tive specimen) whose authority must be always reckoned with-— until an- 
ot er figure of authority, like Colonel Creighton, comes along and treats the 
young person with understanding, but no less authoritarian, compassion 
The difference between St. Xavier’s School, which Kim attends for a time 
and service in the Great Game (British intelligence in India) does not lie in 
the greater freedom of the latter; quite the contrary, th e de mands of the 
■^a^-^SS-arejmgrej exacting. The di fference lies in the fact that the 
famer^mBosg^ajAeles^authqrity, wheraas ti^'exig^nd^ nf the 

and precise discipline, which he 
MOjng^ccegts^inrom CreightoffTF^mToTwi^ the GiiSFUSih^iTa^ 
of political economy of control, in which, as he once tells Kim, the greatest 

But for Kim the Great Game'^mTotbe 
perceived in all its complex patterns, although it can be fully enjoyed as a 
sort of extended prank. The scenes where Kim banters, bargains, repartees 
with his elders, friendly and hostile alike, are indications of Kipling’s seem- 
ingly inexhaustible fund of boyish enjoyment in the sheer momentary plea- 
sure of playing a game, any sort of ga mp 

We should not be mistaken about these boyish pleasures. They do not 
contradict the overall political purpose of British control over India and 
Britain s other overseas dominions: on the contrary, pleasure, w hose steady 
presence in many forms of imperial-colonial writing as well as figurative and 
musical art is often left undiscussed, A 

’^ rent e ^ an ^ p e ° Al5JnKture.of,frftarKfsi.ngle-mindedj)olitical.s,,eriaus- 

jessjs to be found in Lord Baden-Powell’s conception of the Bp r Scouts 
ounded and launched in 1907-8. An almost exact contemporary rf Kihling’ 
BP, as he was called, was greatly influenced by Kipling’s boys generally and 
Mowgli in particular, BP’s ideas about “boyolog y” fed those images directly 
into a grand scheme of imperial authorhTculminating in the great Boy 
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Scout stracture “forti/ying the .w.all.o£em which confirmed this inven- 
tive conjunction of fun and service in row after row of bright-eyed, eager, 
and resourceful little middle-class servants of empire. 127 Kim, after all, is 
b oth Irish and_of an inferior s oqal caste; in Kipling’s eyes this enhances his 
iPC-Service. BP and Kipling concur on two other important points: 
that boys ultimately should conceive of life and empire as governed by 
unbreakable Laws, and t hat service is more enjoyable when thought of 
les iJik£J story— linear, continuous, temporal— and more like a playing 

fiel d— 1 many-dimensionairgisco^^ 

historian J. A. Mangan sums it up nicely in its title: The Games Ethic and 
Imperialism} 2 * 

So large is his perspective and so strangely sensitive is Kipling to the 
range of human possibilities that he offsets this service ethic in Kim by giving 
full rein to another of his emotional predilections, expressed by the strange 
Tibetan lama and his relationship to the title character. Even though Kim 
is to be drafted into intelligence work, the gifted boy has already been 
charmed into becoming the lama’s chela at the very outset of the novel. This 
a .!fS 95 LMzyj£-E£l?rionsl]^JbetweeiLtwo male companions has an interesting 


Lfwo male companio ns has an interesting 


genealogy. Like a number of American novels (HuckleberryTinn, Moby-Dick, 
inTThTSeerslayer come quickly to mind), & c £ lebrates the fri£ndship .of 
two mepjiLx^ hostile environment . The American fron- 

tier and colonial India are quite different, but both bestow a higher priority 
on “male bonding” than on a domestic or amorous connection between the 
sexes. Some critics have speculated on a hi dden homosexual motif i n these 
relationships, but there is also the cultural motif long associated with pica- 
re sque tale s in which a male adventurer (with wife or mother, if either eiSS; 
sarely' aFBome) and his male companions are engaged in the pursuit of a 
special dream like Jason, Odysseus, or, even more compellingly, Don 
Quixote with Sancho Panza. In the field or on the open road, two men can 
travel together more easily, and they can come to each other’s rescue more 
credibly than if a woman were along. So the long tradition of adventure 
stones, from Odysseus and his crew to the Lone Ranger and Tonto, Holmes 
and Watson, Batman and Robin, seems to hold. 

Kim s saintly guru additionally belongs to the overtly religious mode of 
the pilgrimage or quest, common in all cultures. Kipling, we know, was an 
admirer of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Kim is 
a good deal more like Chaucer’s t ban-like Bunvan’s work-Kipling has the 
Middle English poets eye for waywar djjetaj, the o dd character, t he slice.- 
-SQj fe . amused $ gnS £- of hum a n fruhles and joys . Unlike either Chaucer 

or Bunyan, however, Kipling is less interested inj gligion for its own sake 
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(although we never doubt the Abbot-Lama’s piety) than in iocal _color 
scrupulous attention to exotic detail, and the all-enclosing realities of the 
Grea Game. It is the greatness of his achievement that quite without selling 
the old man short or ,n any way diminishing the quaint sincerity of his 

him within the prot ective orbit of 
is symbolized in Chapter c when the elderly 
British museum Curator gives the Abbot his spectacles, thus adding to the 
man s spiritual prestige and authority, consolidating the justness and legiti- 
macy of Britain s benevolent sway. 

Ths view ln ,my opinion, has been misunderstood and even denied by 
many of Kipling s readers. But we must not forget that the lama depends on 
K,m for support and guidance, and that Kim’s achievement is neither to have 
e ayed the lamas values nor to have let up in his work as junior spy 
hroughout the novel Kipling is clear to show us that the lama, while a wise 

wit^~the~iam a”wen 

explicitly acknowledges his ab^T^ Kim when in 

enares, toward the end of Chapter 9, he tells the “Jataka,” the parable of 

Anandar ? a .< ^ Lord Himself”) freeing the old elephant 
(Ananda) imprisoned m a leg-iron. Clearly, the Abbot-Lama regards kL as 

1 savior. Later, after the fatefiil confrontation with the Russian agents who 
stir up insurrection against Britain, Kim helps (and is helped by) the lama, 
who in one of the most moving scenes in all Kipling’s fiction says, “Child 
ave lived on thy strength agj m o ld t re e ljmmA fi lime pf a n old wall.” 
Yet Kim, reciprocally moved by love for his guru, n^ 7 ab amlo^ his duty 

in the Great Game, although he confesses to the old man that he needs him 
tor some other things.” 

f Doubtless thoseJWieLthi^^ purpose In one 

Of its main narrative strands, Kim k^ retumi^d^^lKe lama’s 
search for redemption from the Wheel of Life, a complex dk^am of which 
he carries around in his pocket, and Kim’s search for a secure place in 
colonial service. I^Elingjoond^ggn ds to neither. He follows the lama wher- 
ever he goes in his wish to be freed from “the delusions of the Body,” and 
it is surely part of our engagement in the novel’s Oriental dimension, which 
iplmg renders with li ttle false exoticism, that we can believe in the novel- 
ist s respect for this pilgrim. Indeed, the lama commands attention and 
esteem from nearly everyone. He honors his word to get the money for 
Kim s education; he meets Kim at the appointed times and places; he is 
istened to with veneration and devotion. In an especially nice touch in 
Chapter 14 Kipling has him tell “a fantastic piled narrative of bewitchment 
and miracles about marvelous events in his native Tibetan mountains, 
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events that the novelist courteously f orbears from repeating as if to say tha t 
thi s, old saint h as, a l ife of his own that cannot be reproduced in sequentia l 
English prose. 

The lama s search and Kim s illness at the end of the novel are resolved 
together. Readers of many of Kipling’s other tales will be familiar with what 
the critic J.M.S. Tompkins has rightly called “the theme of healing.” 129 Here 
too the narrative progresses inexorably toward a great crisis. In an unforget- 
table scene Kim attacks the lama’s foreign and defiling assailants, the old 
man s talisman-like chart is rent, and the two forlorn pilgrims consequently 
wander through the hills bereft of calm and health. Kim waits to be relieved 
of his charge, the packet of papers he has stolen from the foreign spy; the 
lama is unbearably aware of how much longer he must now wait before he 
can achieve his spiritual goals. Into this heartrending situation, Kipling 
introduces one of the novel’s two great fallen women (the other being the 
old widow of Kulu), the woman of Shamlegh, abandoned long ago by her 
“Kerlistian” Sahib, but somfe-vital. and passionate neverrhe) f « (There is 
a memory here of one of Kipling’s most affecting earlier short stories, 
Lispeth, which treats the predicament of the native woman loved, but 
never married, by a departed white man.) The merest hint of a sexual charge 
between Kim and the lusty Shamlegh woman appears but is quickly dis- 
sipated, as Kim and the lama head off once again. 

What is the healing process through which Kim and the old lama must 
pass before they can rest? This extremely complex and interesting question 
can only be answered slowly and deliberately, so carefully does Kip ling not 

a lingoistic imperial solution. Kipling will not 
abandon Kim and the old monk with impunrtyT^tEe'sjpecious satisfactions 
of getting credit for a simple job well done. This caution is of course good 
novelistic practice, but there are other imperatives- — emo tional, cultural, 
aesthetic. Kim_must_bg_giyen_ a station in li fexo mmensurate with his stub - 
~^or ntyTought for identity . He has resisted Lurgan Sahib’s illusionistic temp- 
tations and asserted the fact that( ^F ~ is Kifi ; he has maintained a Sahib’s status 
even while remaining a graceful cHHffm the bazaars and the rooftops; he has 
played the game well, fought for Britain at some risk to his life and occasion- 
ally with brilliance; he has fended off the woman of Shamlegh. Where should 
he be placed? And where the lovable old cleric? 

Readers of Victor Turner’s anthropological theories will recognize in 
Kim’s displacements, disguises, and general (usually salutary) shiftiness the 
essential characteristics of what Turner calls the4 gmnaF )S ome societies , 
^B^J^E-Says^rfiQuire 3 mediat ing cha ractex.~who. can kn it them together.into 


co mmunity, turn t hem into something more than a collection of administr a- 
tive or iegaf structures! 


(Jjijij ( alc. rJUA ila. 
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Liminal [or threshold] entities, such as neophytes in initiation or pu- 
berty rites, may be represented as possessing nothing Thpv may be 
disguised as monsters, wear only a strip of clothing, or even go naked, 

to demonstrate that they have no status, property, insignia It is as 

if they are being reduced or groomed down to a uniform condition to 
be fashioned anew and endowed with additional powers to enable them 
to cope with their new station in life. 130 

That Kim himself is both an Irish outcast boy and later an essential plaver 

Turner, societies can be neither rigidly run by “structures” nor completely 
overrun by marginal, prophetic, and alienated figures, hippies or millenari- 
ans; there has to be alternation, so that the sway of one is enhanced or 
tempered by the inspiration of the other. The liminal figure helps to maintain 
societies, and it is this procedure that Kipling enacts in the climactic mo- 
ment of the plot and the transformation of Kim’s character. 

To work out these matters, Kipling engineers Kim’s illness and the lama’s 
desolation. There is also the small practical device of having the irrepress- 
ible Babu — Herbert Spencer’s improbable devotee, Kim’s native and secular 
mentor in the Great Game — turn up to guarantee the success of Kim’s 
exploits. The packet of incriminating papers that prove the Ru sso-Frenc h 
■m achination s and the rascally wiles of an Indian prince is safely taken from 
Kim. Then Kim begins to feel, in OjbdLQ , s words,xheJoss of his o ccupation: 

All that while he felt, though he could not put it into words, that his 
soul was g ut of gear with its surroundings — a cog-wheel unconnected 
with any machinery, just like the idle cog-wheel of, a cheap Beheea 
sugar-crusher laid by in a corner. The breezes fanned over him, the 
parrots shrieked at him, the noises of the populated house behind — 
squabbles, orders, and reproofs — hit on dead ears. 131 

In effect Kim has died to this world, has, like the epic hero or the liminal 
personality, descended to a sort of underworld f rom which, if he is to 
emerge, he will arise stronger and more in command than before. 

The breach between Kim and “this world” must now be healed. The next 
page may not be the summit of Kipling’s art, but it is close to that. The 
passage is structured around a gradually dawning answer to Kim’s question: 

I am Kim. And what is Kim?” Here is what happens: 

He did not want to cry — had never felt less like crying in his 
life— but of a sudden eaSYtStugidttarajickled down his nose, and with 
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an almost audible click he felt the wheels of his being lock up anew on 
the world without. Things that rode meaningless on the eyeball an 
instant before slid into proper proportion. Roads were meant to be 
walked upon, houses to be lived in, cattle to be driven, fields to be tilled, 
and men and women to be talked to. T hey w ere all real and true — 
solidly planted upon the feet — perfectly comprehensible — clay of his 
clay, neither more nor less. . . , 132 ” 

Slowly Kim begins to feel at one with himself and with the world. Kipling 
| goes on: 

There stood an empty bullock-cart on a little knoll half a mile away, 
with a young banian tree behind — a lookout, as it were, above some 
; new-ploughed levels; and his eyelids, bathed in soft air, grew heavy as 

i he neared it. The ground was good clean dust — not new herbage that, 

I ! hyjng, is^halTway-m but the h o peful dust that holds the 

felt it between his toes, patted it with his palms, and 
i j ) oint b y joint, sighing luxuriously, laid him down full length along in 

| the shadow of the wooden-pinned cart. And Mother Earth was as 

I faithful as the Sahiba [the Widow of Kulu, who has been tending Kim]. 

| She breathed through him to restore the poise he had lost lying so long 

lj on a cot ottt off from her good currents. His head lay powerless upon 

l her breast, and his opened hands surrendered to her strength. The 

I many-rooted tree above him, and even the dead man-handled wood 

beside, knew what he sought, asjifijiiniselfldid-not-know. Hour upon 
hour he lay deeper than sleep . 133 

As Kim sleeps, the lama and Mahbub discuss the boy’s fate; both men know 
he is healed, and so what remains is the disposition of his life. Mahbub wants 
him back in service; with that stupefying innocence of his, the lama suggests 
to Mahbub that he should join both chela and guru as pilgrims on the way 
of righteousness. The novel concludes with the lama revealing to Kim that 
all is now well, for having seen 

all Hind, from Ceylon in the sea to the hills, and my own Painted 
Rocks at Suchzen; I saw every camp and village, to the least, where we 
■ have rested. I saw t hem at one t im e and in jon e place; for they ar e within 

t jie Soul. By this I knew the Soul has passed beyond the illusion of 
Timea nd Space and of Things. By tjusJLkae w I was free .” 134 

Some of this is mum hojumb o, of course, but it should not all be dismissed. 
The lama’s encyclopedic vision of freedom strikingly resembles Colonel 

j ( alc. Jl 
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Creighton’s Indian Survey, in which every camp and village is duly noted. 
The difference is that the positivistic inventory of places and peoples within 
the scope of British dominion becomes, in the lama’s generous inclusiveness, 
3 redempt mLan d, for Kim’s sake, therapeuti c, vision. Everything is now held 
together. At its center resides Kim, the boy whose errant spirit has regrasped 
things “with an almost audible click.” The mechanical metaphor of the soul 
being put back on the rails, so to speak, somewhat violates the elevated and 
edifying situation, but for an English writer situating a young white male 
coming back to earth in a vast country like India, t he figure is apt. After all, 
t he Indian railways were Bri tish-built and- assured some greater hold than 
before over the place. 

Other writers before Kipling have written this type of regrasping-of-life 
scene, most notably George Eliot in Middlemarch and Henry James in The 
Portrait of a Lady, the former influencing the latter. In both cases the heroine 
(Dorothea Brooke and Isabel Archer) is surprised, not to say shocked, by the 
sudden revelation of a lover’s betrayal: Dorothea sees Will Ladislaw appar- 
ently flirting with Rosamond Vincy, and Isabel intuits the dalliance between 
her husband and Madame Merle. Both epiphanies are followed by long 
nights of anguish, not unlike Kim’s illness. Then the women awake to a new 
awareness of themselves and the world. The scenes in both novels are 
remarkably similar, and Dorothea Brooke’s experience can serve here to 
describe both. She looks out onto the world past “the narrow cell of her 
calamity,” sees the 

fields beyond, outside the entrance-gates. On the road there was a man 
with a bundle on his back and a woman carrying a baby . . . she felt the 
largeness of the world and the manifold wakings of men to labour and 
endurance. She was a part of that involuntary palpitating life, and could 
neither look out on it from her luxurious shelter as a mere spectator, 
nor hide her eyes in selfish complaining . 135 

Eliot and James intend such scenes not only as moral reawakenings, but 
as moments in which the heroine gets past, indeed forgives, her tormentor 
by s eeing herself i n the larger s cheme of things. P art of Eliot’s strategy is to 
have Dorothea’s earner plans to help her friends be vindicated; the reawak- 
ening scene thus confirms the impulse to be in, engage with, the world. 
Much the same movement occurs in Kim, except that the world is defined 
as liable to a soul’s locking up on it. The passage from Kim I quoted earlier 
has a kind of moral triumphalism carried in its accentuated inflections of 
purpose, will, voluntarism: things slide into proper proportion, roads are 
meant to be walked on, things are perfectly comprehensible, solidly planted 
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on the feet, and so on. Above the passage are “the wheels” of Kim’s being 
as they “lock up anew on the world without.” And this series of motions is 
subsequently reinforced and consolidated by MotheigSMth^blessing upon 
5^ a ^ reclin . e i next to the cart : “she breathed throughhbTi^Store 
what had been lost.” Kipling renders a powerful, almost instinctual desire 
to restore the child to its mother in a pre-conscious, undefiled, asexual 
relationship. 

But whereas Dorothea and Isabel are described as inevitably being pan of 
an “mvcduntary, palpitating life,” Kim is portrayed as retaking voluntarv 

-bQ 1 d_.o£iiisJife.jrhe^d^ei£nc£Js,..]jhi|dc 1 _capi^Kim’rn^^)ri]iarpened 

apprehension of mastery, of “locking up,” of solidity, of moving from limi- 
nahty to domination is.to_a _very great extent a function of heinp a SahiR 
colonial India: what Kipling has Kim go through is a ceremony of reappro- 
priation, Britain (through a loyal Irish subject) taking hold once again of 
India Nature, the involuntary rhythms of restored health, comes to Kim 
after the first, largely political-historical gesture is signalled by Kipling on his 
ehalf ' or American heroines in Europe, the 

, ^foM_^tcKtobe^cav eted anew; it requires no one in particular to 

| direct it or exert sovereignty over it This is not the case in British India, 

which would pass into chaos or insurrection unless roads were walked upon 

properly, houses lived in the right way, men and women talked to in the 
correct tones. 

| In one of the finest critical accounts of Kim, Mark Kinkead-Weekes 

suggests that Kim is unique in Kipling’s oeuvre because what was clearly 
m eant-asa_resolunonjo r the novel does not really work Instead, Kinkead- 
Weekes says, the artistic triumph transcends even the intentions of Kipling 
the author 6 


[The novel] is the product of a peculiar tension between different ways 
of seeing: the affectionate fascination with the kaleidoscope of external 
reahty for its own sake; the negatimxapahility getting under the skin 
of attitudes different from one another and one’s own; and finally, a 
product of this last, but at its most intense and creative, the triumphant 
achievement of an anti-sgjf so powerful that it became a touchstone for 
everything else— the creation of the Lama. T his involved imagining a 
point of view and a personality almost at the fmhest point of view from 
Kipling himself; yet it is explored so lovingly that it could not but act 
as a catalyst towards some deeper synthesis. Out of this particular 
challenge— preventing self-obsession, probing deeper than a merely 
objective view of reality outside himself, enabling him now to see, think 
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and feel beyond himself — came the new vision of Kim, more inclusive, 
complex, humanised, and mature than that of any other work. 136 

However much we may agree with some of the insights in this rather 
subtle reading, it is, in my opinion, rather toaji histerieak-Y es. the lama is a 
kind of anti-self, and, yes, Kipling can get into the skin of others with some 
sympathy. But no, Kipling never forgets that Kim is an irrefragable part of 
British India: the Great Game does go on, with Kim a part of it, no matter 
how many parables the lama fashions. We are naturally entitled to read Kim 
as a novel belonging to the world’s greatest literature, free to some degree 
from its encumbering historical and political circumstances. Yet by the same 
token, we must not unilaterally abroga te the connections in it, and carefully 
O bserved by Kipling, to its contemporary actuality . Certainiv Kim. Creigh- 
ton, Mahbub, the Babu, and even the lama see India as Kipling saw it, as a 
part of the empire. And certainly Kipling minutely preserves the traces of 
this vision when he has Kim — a humble Irish boy, lower on the hierarchical 
scale than full-blooded Englishmen — reassert his British priorities well 
before the lama comes along to bless them. 

Readers of Kipling’s best work have regularly tried to save him from 
himself. Frequently this has had the effect of confirming Edmund Wilson’s 
celebrated judgement about Kim: 

Now what the reader tends to expect is that Kim will come eventually 
to realize that he is delivering into bondage to the British invaders 
those whom he has always considered his own people and that a 
struggle between allegiances will result. Kipling has established for the 
reader — and established with considerable dramatic effect — the con- 
trast between the East, with its mysticism and sensuality, its extremes 
of saintliness and roguery, and the English, with their superior organi- 
zation, their confidence in modern method, their instinct to brush away 
like cobwebs the native myths and beliefs. We have been shown two 
entirely different worlds existing side by side, with neither really un- 
derstanding the other, and we have watched the oscillation of Kim, as 
he passes to and fro between them. But the parallel lines never meet; 
the alternating attractions felt by Kim never giveriseTtcTa genuine 
struggle. . . . The fiction of Kipling, then, does not dramatise any 
fundamental conflict because Ki pling would never face o neU 37 

There is an alternative to these two views, I believe, that is more accurate 
about and sensitive to the actualities of late-nineteenth-century British India 
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as Kipling, and others, saw them. The conflict between Kim’s colonial 
service and loyalty to his Indian companions is unresolved not because 
Kipling could not face it, but because for Kipling there was no conflict:* one 


there was no c onflict; one 
Lijf conflict once Kim is 


se or the nov 


in ta ct to sho w th 


c ured of his doubts, the lama of his longing for the River, and India of a fe w 
upstar R and for eign-agents. That there might have been a conflict had Kipling 
considered India as unhappily subservient to imperialism, we can have no 
doubt, but he did not: for him it was India’s best destiny to be ruled by 
England. By an equal and opposite reductiveness, if one reads Kipling not 
simply as an “imperialist minstrel” (which he was not) but as someone who 
read Frantz Fanon, met Gandhi, absorbed their lessons, and remained stub- 
bornly unconvinced by them, one seriously distorts his context, which he 
refines, elaborates, and illuminates. It is crucial to remember that there we re, 
no ap preciable deterr£nts..ta j h« ... imperiali.<ir wm-lH-yjow Kipling-h^ d, any 
more than there were alternatives to imperialism for Conrad, however much 
he recognized its evils. Ki pling was therefore untroubled hv the notion of an 
indepe nde nt India, although it is true to say that his fiction represents the 
empire and its conscious legitimizations, which in fiction (as opposed to 
discursive prose) incur ironies and problems of the kind encountered in 
Austen or Verdi and, we shall soon see, in Camus. My point in this con- 
trapuntal reading is to emphasize and highlight the disjunctions, not to 
overlook or play them down. 

Consider two episodes in Kim. Shortly after the lama and his chela leave 
Umballa, they meet the elderly, withered former soldier “who had served 
jthe Government in the days of the Mutiny.” To a contemporary reade r “the 
Mutiny:” meant the single most important, well-known, and violent episode 
of thenineteenth-centu ry Anglo-Indian relationship: the Great Mutiny of 
1&57, which began in Meerut on May 10 and led to the capture of Delhi. An 
enormous number of books (e.g., Christopher Hibbert’s The Great Mutiny), 
British and Indian, cover the “Mutiny” (referre.d--m....as-^ “Rehellio nIl-hy. 
Indian writer s! What caused the “Mutiny” — here I shall use the ideologi- 
cally British designation — was the suspicion of Hindu and Muslim soldiers 
in the Indian army that their bullets were greased with cow’s fat (unclean 
to Hindus) and pig’s fat (unclean to Muslims). In fact th e causes nf rh p 

n ■ ‘.1. * • i* •. tr 1 \ 


iritish imperialism itsel] 


India-Company. In addition, there was a great deal of underlying resentment 
about white Christian rule in a country of many other races and cultures, all 
of whom most probably regarded their subservience to the British as degrad- 
ing. It was lost on none of the mutineers that numerically they vastly 
outnumbered their superior officers. 
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Without going into the complex structure of actions, motives, events, and 
moralities debated endlessly during and since, we can say that to the British, 
who brutally and severely put the Mutiny down, all their actionTwere 
re taliatory; the mutineers murdered Europeans, they said, “and such actions 
provedTas if proof were necessary, that Indians deserved subjugation by the 
higher civilization of European Britain; after % 7 the East India Comoanv 
was fepj^cgd_by_lhe_xiIHdLJ 5 ^A^Qrmal_JaQven imenPof India. For ri^~ 


Indians, the Mutiny was a nationalist uprising against British rule, which 
uncompromisingly reasserted itself despite abuses, exploitation, and seem- 
ingly unheeded native complaint. When in 1925 Edward Thompson pub- 
lished his powerful little tract The Other Side of the Medal— an impassioned 
statement against British rule and for Indian independence— he singled out 
the Mutiny as the greaLgymbol ic event by which the qgo.ad.es. In dian and 
British ^ achiev ed their full and conscious^QD.Dositiotv-4 ^..ejrh He 


dramatically showed that Indian and British history diverged most emphati- 
cally on representations of it. The Mutiny, in short, reinforced the difference 
between colonizer and colonized. 

In such a situation of nationalist and self-justifying inflammation, to be an 
Indian would have meant to feel natural solidarity with the victims of British 
reprisal. To be British meant to feel repugnance and injury— to say nothing 
of righteous vindication— given the terrible displays of cruelty by “natives,” 
who fulfilled the roles of savages cast for them. For an Indian, not to have 
had those feelings would have been to belong to a very small minority. It is 
therefore highly significant that Kipling’s choi ce of an Indian to speak about 
t he.Mun.ayJs. alo ya list so ldier who views his countrymen’s revolt as anact 


gpnadness ,. Not surprisingly, this man is respected by British “Deputy 
Commissioners’’ who, Kipling tells us, “turned aside from the main road to 
visit him.” W^haxJ£ipjina gl iminates is the likelihood that his compatriots 

1 g ard And when, a few pages 
later, the old veteran tells the lama and Kim about the Mutiny, his version 
of the events is highly charged with the British rationale for what happened: 

A madness ate into all the Army, and they turned against their officers. 
That was the first evil, but not past remedy if they had then held their 
hands. But they chose to kill the Sahib’s wives and children. Then came 
the Sahibs from over the sea and called them to most strict account. 138 


To reduce Indian resentment, Indian resistance (as it might have been 
called) to British insensitivity to “madness,” to represent Indian actions as 
mainly the congenital choice of killing British women and children — these 
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are not merely innocent reductions of the nationalist Indian case but tenden- 
tious ones. And when Kipling has the old soldier describe the^Bntish 
counter-revolt — with its horrendous reprisals by white men bent on “moral” 
action — as “calling” the Indian mutineers “to strict account,” we have left 
the world of history and en^edjJie„:m^ polemic, in which 

the native is naturally a delinquent, the white man a stern but moral parent 
and judge. Thus Kipling gives us thgjgxtreme Bri tish view on the Mutiny, 
and puts it .i n.... rh £ _mouth of an Ind i an, whose more likely nationalist and 
aggrieved counterpart is never seen in the novel. (Similarly Mahbub Ali, 
Creighton s faithful adjutant, belongs to the Pathan people, historically in a 
state of unpacified insurrection against the British throughout the nineteenth 
century, yet here represented as happy with British rule, even a collaborator 
with it) So far is Kipling from showing two worlds in conflict that he has 
studiously given us only one, a nd eliminated any chance of conflict appear- 
ing altogether. 

The second example confirms the first Once again it is a small, significant 
moment. Kim, the lama, and the Widow of Kulu are en route to Saharunpore 
in Chapter 4. Kim has just been exuberantly described as being “in the 
middle of it, more awake and more excited than anyone,” the “it” of Kip- 
ling’s description standing for “the world in real truth; this was life as he 
would have it— bustling and shouting, the buckling of belts, the beating of 
bullocks and creaking of wheels, lighting of fires and cooking of food, and 
new sights at every turn of the approving eye.” 139 We have already seen a 
g ood deal of this side of India, with it s color, excitementrancT inter est 
exposed ii L^lLthejiL v arleqnsr^ 

though, Kipling needs to show some authority over India, perhaps because 
only a few pages earlier he senses in the old soldier’s minatory account of 
the Mutiny the need to forestall any further “madness.” After all India itself 
is responsible for both the local vitality enjoyed by Kim and the threat to 
Britain’s empire. A District Superintendent of Police trots by, and his ap- 
pearance occasions this reflection from the Old Widow: 

“These be the sort to oversee justice. They know the land and the 
customs of the land. The others, all new from Europe, suckled by white 
women and learning our tongue from books, are worse than the pesti- 
lence. They do harm to Kings.” 140 
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thao^sLlhenjiav^^ — e Ven f or someone as obdu _ 
rate as Kipling. Instead we have one character explicitly saying that a 
colonial police official ought to rule India and adding that she prefers the 
older style of official who (like Kipling and his family) had lived among the 
natives and was therefore better than the newer, academically trained 
bureaucrats. This is a version of the argument of the so-called Orientalists 
in India, who believed that Indians should be ruled according to Oriental- 
Indian modes by India “hands,” but in the process Kipling dismisses as 
academic all the philosophical or ideological approaches contending with 
Orientalism. Among those discredited styles of rule were Evangelicalism 
(the missionaries and reformers, parodied in Mr. Bennett), Utilitarianism 
and Spencerianism (parodied in the Babu), and of course the unnamed 
academics lampooned as “worse than the pestilence.” It is interesting that, 
phrased the way it is, the widow’s approval is wide enough to include police 
officers like the Superintendent, as well as a flexible educator like Father 
Victor, and the quietly authoritative figure of Colonel Creighton. 

. t ^M^heJwjdow express what is in effect a sort of uncontested norma . 

and its rulersi^ plii^’s wav of 

thamatLves-accept coloni al rule so long as it is the right kin d. Hid-m-irally 
this has always been how European imperialism made itself palatable to 
itself, for what could be better for its self-image than native subjects who 
express assent to the outsider’s knowledge and power, implicitly accepting 
European judgement on the undeveloped, backward, or degenerate nature 
of their own society? If one reads Kim as a boy’s adventure or as a rich and 
lovingly detailed panorama of Indian life, one is not reading the novel that 
Kipling in fact wrote, so carefully inscribed is it with these considered views, 
suppressions, and elisions. As Francis Hutchins puts it in The Illusion of 
Permanence: British Imperialism in India, by the late nineteenth century, 

Artindia_o fthe imagination was created which contained no elements 
of either social change or political menace. Orientalization was the 
result of this effort to conceive of Indian society as devoid of elements 
hostile to the perpetualization of British rule, for it was on the basis of 
this presumptive India that Orientalizers sought to build a permanent 
rule. 141 


Doubtless some Indians believed that English police officials knew the 
country better than the natives, and that such officials — rather than Indian 
rulers— should hold the reins of power. But note that UL,^U10j3jLe_diak 
jSSg^-^i t i s h- fU ^ e rAndjio one articiilaiea_a sy of the lo caLI ndian challen ges 
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Kim is a major contribution to this Orientalized India of the imagination, as 
it fr also to what historians have come to call “AejB^BIUialLofmdittan. , ’ 

There is still more to be noted. Dotting Kim's fabric isarscittering of 
e j 1 toSaLjadgs_on the imjmutable_na.^ tal wnTH 7 ^^ 7 '; n _ 

guished from the white ^oiJd^DQi gss immutable. T hus, for example, “Kim 
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would lie like an Oriental”; or, a bit later, “all hours of the twenty-four are 
alike to Orientals”; or, when Kim pays for train tickets with the lama’s 
money he keeps one anna per rupee for himself, which, Kipling says, is “the 
immemorial commission of Asia”; later still Kipling refers to “the huckster 
instinct of the East ; at a train platform, Mahbub’s retainers “being natives” 
have not unloaded the trucks which they should have; Kim’s ability to sleep 
as the trains roar is an instance of “the Oriental’s indifference to mere noise”; 
as the camp breaks up, Kipling says that it is done “swiftly— as Orientals 
understand speed— with long explanations, with abuse and windy talk, 
carelessly, amid a hundred checks for little things forgotten”; Sikhs are 
characterized as having a special “love of money”; Hurree Babu equates 
being a Bengali with being fearful; when he hides the packet taken from the 
foreign agents, the Babu stows the entire trove about his body, as only 
Orientals can.” 

None of ihis-ts-miiflue to Kipling. T he most cursory survey of lat e- 

ls an immense rese rvoir of popu- 


Lculture reve 


laLw jsdom of this sort, a_ go fid . _ d e al of wh ich, a las, is still very much aliv^ 
t oday. F urtEennoferasJohn M. MacKenzie has shown in his valuable book 
Propaganda and Empire, manipulative devices from cigarette cards, postcards, 
sheet music, almanacs, and manuals to music-hall entertainments, toy sol- 
diers, brass band concerts, and board games extolled the empire and stressed 
its necessity to England’s strategic, moral, and economic well-being, at the 
same time characterizing the dark or inferior races as unregenerate, in need 
of suppression, severe rule, indefinite subjugation. The cult of the military 
Pers on ality was prominent, usuaQyJb &cause such 


toJj^sh-a-fewHdadt-headsr, Different rationales for holding overseas territories 
were given; sometimes it was profit, other times strategy or competition with 
other imperial powers (as in Kim: in The Strange Ride ofRudyard Kipling Angus 
Wilson mentions that as early as age sixteen Kipling proposed at a school 
debate the motion that the advance of Russia in Central Asia is hostile to 
British Power ). 142 The one thing that remains constant is the subordination 
of the non-white. 

Kim is a work of great aesthetic merit; it cannot be dismissed simply as the 
racist imagining of one disturbed and ultra-reactionary imperialist. George 
Orwell was certainly right to comment on Kipling’s unique power tollve 
addecTplirases and concepts to thc Iahg\iagc— East~is East, and W est is West; 
the White Man’s Burden; somewherTEast of Suez— and right also to say 
that Kipling s concerns are both vulgar and permanent, of urgent interest . 143 
One reason for Kipling’s power is that he was an artist of enormous gifts: 
what he did in his art was to elaborate ideas thaTwouldhave had far less 
permanence, for all their vulgarity, without the art. But he was also sup- 


j ( alc. ^ j\ Jl 
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ported by (and therefore could use) the authorized monuments of nine- 
teenth-century European culture, and the inferiority of non-white races, the 
necessity that they be ruled by a superior race, and their absolute unchang- 
ing essence was a more or less unquestioned axiom of modem life. 

True, there were debates about how the colonies were to be ruled, or 
whether some of them should be given up. Yet no one with any power to 
influence public discussion or policy demurred as to the basic superiority of 
the white European male, who should always retain the upper hand. State- 
ments like “The Hindu is inherently untruthful and lacks moral courage” 
were expressions of wisdom from which very few, least of all the governors 
of Bengal, dissented; similarly, when a historian of India like Sir H. M. Elliot 
planned his work, central to it was the notion of Indian barbarity. Climate 

Orientals, 

according to Lord Cromer, one of their most redoubtable rulers, could not 
learn to walk on sidewalks, could not tell the troth, could not use logic; the 
Malaysian native was es sentia llyjazy, just as the north European wa^es’sen- 
tiajly^energetic and resourceful. V. G. Kiernan’s book The Lords of Human 
Kind, referred to earlier, gives a remarkable picture of how widespread these 
views were. As I suggested earlier, disciplines like colonial economics, 
anthropology, history, and sociology were built out of these dicta, with the 
result that almost to a man and woman the Europeans who dealt with 
colonies like India becameggisulat ed from th e facts ofchange and national- 
-Jsm^Ajvhole experience — described in meticulous detail ln Michael Ed- 
wardes’s The Sahibs and the Lotus — with its own integral history, cuisine, 
dialect, values, and tropes more or less detached itself from the teeming! 
contradictory realities of India and perpetuated itself heedlessly. Even Karl 
Marx succumbed to thoughts of the changeless Asiatic village, or agricul- 
ture, or despotism. 

A young Englishman sent to India to be a part of the “covenanted” civil 
service would belong to a class whose national dominance over each and 
every Indian, no matter how aristocratic and rich, was absolute. He would 
have heard the same stories, read the same books, learned the same lessons, 
joined the same clubs as all the other young colonial officials. Yet, Michael 
Edwardes says, few really bothered to learn the language of the people they 
ruled with any fluency, and th gy were heavih L-depende nt on their narivp 
g l erks, w ho had taken the trouble to learn the language of their conquerors, 
and were, in many cases, not at all unwilling to use their masters’ ignorance 
to their own advantage .” 144 Ronny Heaslop in Forster’s A Passage to India is 
an effective portrait of such an official. 

All of this is relevant to Kim, whose main figure of worldly authority is 
L fllon fi l Cre ighton. This ethnographer-scholar-soldier is no mere creature 
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of invention, but almost-cetta usly a figure dr awa-from Kipling’s experien ces 
in the Punjab, and he is most interestingly interpreted both as derived from 
MrIierlgiSes~of authority in colonial India and as an original figure perfect 
for Kipling’s new purposes. In the first place, although Creighton is seen 
infrequently and his character is not so fully drawn as Mahbub Ali’s or the 
Babu’s, he is nevertheless present as a point of reference for the action, a 
discreet director of events, a man whose power is worthy of respect,, Y.et.he 
is no crude martinet. He takes over Kim’s life by persuasion, not by imposi- 
tion of his rank. He can be flexible when it seems reasonable — who could 
have wished for a better boss than Creighton during Kim’s footloose holi- 
days? — and stern when events require it. 

In the second place, it is especially interesting tha t he is a colonial official 


Doyle’s invention of Sherlock Holmes ( whose faithful scribe, Dr. Watson, is 
a veteran of the Northwest Frontier), also a man whose approach to life 
includes a healthy respect for, and protection of, the law allied with a 
superior, specialized intellect inclining to science. In both instances, Kipling 



and Doyle represent for their readers men whose unorthodox style of 
operation is rationalized by new fields of experience turned into quasi- 
academic specialties. Colon ial rule and crime det ection almost ga in the 
respectability and order of the classic s or chemistry . When Mahbub Ali turns 
Kim in for his education, Creighton, overhearing their conversation, thinks 
“that the boy mustn’t be wasted if he is as advertised.” He sees the world 
from a totally systematic viewpoint. Everything about India interests 
Creighton, because everything in it is significant for his rule. The inter- 
change between ethnography and colonial work in Creighton is fluent; he 
can study the talented boy both as a future spy and as an anthropological 
curiosity. Thus when Father Victor wonders whether it might not be too 
much for Creighton to attend to a bureaucratic detail concerning Kim’s 
education, the colonel dismisses the scruple. “The transformation of a regi- 
mental badge like your Red Bull into a sort of fetish that the boy follows is 
very interesting.” 

Creighton as anthropologist is important for other reasons. Of all the 
modern social scienoe^^ntKfdpology is the one historically most closely 
tied to colonialism, since it was often the case that anthropologists and 
ethnologists advised colonial rulers on the manners and mores of the native 
people. (Claude Levi-Strauss’s allusion to a nthropology as “the handmaiden 
of colonialism ” recognizes this; the excellent collection of essays edited by 
Talal Asad, Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter, 1973, develops the connec- 
tions still further; and in Robert Stone’s novel on the United States in Latin 
American affairs, A Flag for Sunrise, 1981, the central character is Holliwell, an 
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anthropologist with ambiguous ties to the CIA.) Kipling was one of the first 
no velis ts to portray this logical allianc e betwee n Western scienc^H^liri - 
powers wor^ a. t fr e . colo iiigs^ 145 And Kipling always takes Creighton 
seriously, which is one of the reasons the Babu is there. The native an- 
thropologist, clearly a bright man whose reiterated ambitions to belong to 
the Royal Society are not unfounded, is almost always funny, or gauche, or 
somehow caricatural, not because he is incompetent or inept — on the con- 
trary — but because he is not w hiter. thaLis..Jhe_, can never he a Crpip hmn 
Kipling is very careful about this. Just as he could not imagine an India in 
historical flux out o/British control, he could not imagine Indians who could 
be effective and serious in what he and others of the time considered 
exclusively Western pursuits. Lovable and admirable as he may be, there 
remains in the Babu the grimacing stereotype of the ontologically funny 
native, hopelessly trying to be like “us.” 

I said that the figure of Creighton is the culmination of a change taking 
place over generations in the p_ejSimifi.caxion__of. Bntish_cower in I ndia. 
Behind Creighton are late-eighteenth-century adventurers and pioneers 
like Warren Hastings and Robert Clive, whose innovative rule and personal 
excesses required England to subdue the unrestricted authority of the Raj by 
law. What survives of Clive and Hastings in Creighton is their sense of 
freedom, their willingness to improvise, their preference for informality. 
After such ruthless pioneers came Thomas Munro and Mountstuart Elphin- 
stone, reformers and synthesizers who were among the first senior scholar- 
administrators whose dominion reflected something resembling expert 
knowledge. There are also the great scholar figures for whom service in 
India was an opportunity to study an alien culture — men like Sir William 
(“Asiatic”) Jones, Charles Wilkins, Nathaniel Halhed, Henry Colebrooke, 
Jonathan Duncan. These men belonged to principally commerci al enter- 
_ prises, and they seemed not to feel, as CreightoJT^^pHgJdTd, that work 
in India was as patterned and economical (in the literal sense) as running a 
total system. 

Creighton’s norms are those of disinterested government, government 
based not upon whim or personal preference (as was the case for Clive), but 
u P on 4 ws, principles of order and control. C reighton embodies the notion 
that. y ou cannot go vern India unless you know India, and to know India 


flIfifflSJBLflod^. t.a.nd IKFlvaiTliFdperates. The understanding developed 
during William Bentinck’s rule as Governor-General and drew on Oriental- 
ist as well as Utilitarian principles for ruling the largest number of Indians 
with the greatest benefits (to Indians as well as the British), 146 but it was 
always enclosed by the unchanging fact of Briti sh imperial authority, which 
set the Governor apart from ordinary human beings, for whom questions of 
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right and wrong, of virtue and harm are emotionally involving and impor- 
tant. To the government person representing Britain in India, the main thing 
is not whether something is good or evil, and therefore must be changed or 
kept, bmjvhgi^erjt work s o^^^ the 

alien entity. Thus Creighton satisfies the Kipling who had imagined an ideal 
,-Ifldia, unch anging and at tractive, as an eternally integral part of the empire. 
This was an authority one~couI3 give in to. 

In a celebrated essay, “Kipling’s Place in the History of Ideas,” Noel 
Annan presents the notion that Kipling’s vision of society was similar to that 
of the new sociologists — Durkheim, Weber, and Pareto — who 


saw society as a nexus of groups; and the pattern of behaviour whi ch 
thgse g t flttPft ..anmginglY....e s.tablished . rather than men’s wills or any- 
thing so vague as a class, cultural or national tradition, primarily deter- 
mined men s actions. They asked how these groups promoted order or 
instability in society, whereas their predecessors had asked whether 
certain groups helped society to progress. 147 

Annan goes on to say that Kipling was similar to the founders of modern 
sociological discourse insofar as h e believed efficient government in India 
d£EgJ.ded_upon “the forces pf soc ial contro l [religion, law, custom, conven- 
tion, morality] w.hkh imp^^^ ru les which they 

brokgJLLt heii- peril.” It had become almost a commonplace of British impe- 
rial theory that the British empire was different from (and better than) the 
Roman Empire in that it was a rigorous_xystem in which nrde.n-a. nri law 
p revailed, whereas the latter was mere robbery and profit. Cromer makes the 
point in Ancient and Modem Imperialism, and so does Marlow in Heart of 
Darkness.'** Creighton understands this perfectly, wh ich is why he works 
with Muslims, Bengalis, Afghans! Tibetans without appearing ever t o belit- 
tl e ih e i r beliefs , or s li ght their d i ffe rencesJ h; was a natural insight for Kipling 
to have imagined Creighton as a ^s cient ist' whose specialty includes the 
minute workings of a complex society, rather than as either a colonial 
bureaucrat or a rapacious profiteer. Creighton’s Olympian humor, his affec- 
tionate but detached attitude to people, his eccentric bearing, are Kipling’s 
embellishments on an ideal Indian official. 

-i ' Creighton the organizario mman not only presides over the Great Game 
(whose ultimate beneficiary is of course the Kaiser-i-Hind, or Queen Em- 
press, and her British people), but also works hand in hand with the novelist 
himself. If we can ascribe a consistent point of view to Kipling, we can find 
it in Creighton, more than anyone else. Like-Kiphng T XIreigbt Qn rpsp p rrc friy 
distinction s within Indi an society. W hen Mahbub Ali tells Kim that he must 


pearing ever to befit- 
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privileges of 


never forget that he is a Sahib, he speaks as Creighton’s trusted, experienced 
employee. LiTeJKipling, Cre ig h ton never tamp ers with the hierarchies*^ 
E5SSS£LSSd-Eriyilgggsoffiaste t -tgligao p, ethnick^l^d^dn the 

By the late nineteenth century the 
so-called Wa rrant of Preceden ce — which began, according to Geoffrey 
Moorhouse, by recognizing “fourteen different levels of status”— had ex- 
panded to “sixty-one, some reserved for one person, others shared by a 
number of people.” 149 Moorhouse speculates that the love-hate relationship 
between British and Indians derived from the complex hierarchical attitudes 
Piesenuaboth^eople. “Each grasped the other’s basic social premise and 1 
not only understood it but subconsciously respected it as a curious variant 
of their own.” 1S0 One sees this kind of thinking reproduced nearly every- 
where in Kim Kipling’s patiently detailed register of India’s different races 
and castes, the acceptance by everyone (even the lama) of the doctrine of 
racial separation, the lines and customs which cannot easily be traversed by 
outsiders. Everyone in Kim is equally an outsider to other groups and an 


5218 



And although their fiction belongs to the genre of adventure-imperialism 
—along with the work of Rider Haggard, Doyle, Chari^Ria^e, Vernon 
Fielding, G. A. Henty, and dozens of lesser writers — Kipling and Conrad 
claim serious aesthetic and critical attention. 
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But one way of grasping what is unusual about Kipling is to recall briefly 
who his contemporaries were. We have become so used to seeing^ him 
alongside Haggard and Buchan that we have forgotten that as an artist he 
can justifiably be compared with Hardy, Henry James, Meredith, Gissing, 
the later George Eliot, George Moore, or Samuel Butler. In France, his peers 
are Flaubert and Zola, even Proust and the early Gide. Ye.t the wor ks of 


tbesfiJB ters are essen tiaJlV—novels^QiLdisiIhi sion and disenchantmen t 
whereas Kim is not. A lmost without exception the protagonist of the late- 
nineteenth-centujy novel is someone who has realized that his or her life’s 
project — the wish to be great, rich, or distinguished — is mere fancy, illusion, 
dream . Frederic Moreau in Flaubert’s Sentimental Education^ oFlsahel Archer 
in The Portrait of a Lady , or Ernest Pontifex in Butler’s The Way of All 
Flesh — the figure is a young man or woman bitterly awakened from a fancy 
dream of accomplishment, action, or glory, forced instead to come to terms 
with a reduced status, betrayed love, and a hide ously bourgeois world, crass 
an d philistine . 

Th is awakening is not to be found in Kim . Nothing brings the point home 
more powerfully than a comparison between Kim and his nearly exact 
contemporary Jude Fawley, the Vhero’/ of Tho mas Hardy’s 'Jude the Obscu re 
(1894). Both are eccentric orphans objectively at odds with their environ- 
ment: Kim is an Irishman in India, Jude a minimally gifted rural English boy 
who is interested more in Greek than in farming. B<E.Lixuagiiie..Jij'e5_of 
a ppealing attractiveness for themselves, and both try to achieve these lives 
t hrough apprenticeship of some sort, Kim as chela to the wandering Abbot- 
Lama, Jude as a supplicant student at the university. But there the compari- 
sons stop. Jude is ensnared by one circumstance after the other; he marries 
the ill-suited Arabella, falls in love disastrously with Sue Bridehead, con- 
ceives children who commit suicide, ends his days as a neglected man after 
years of pathetic wandering. Kim, by contrast, graduates from one brilliant 
success to another. 

Yet it is important to insist again on the similarities between Kim and Jude 
the Obscure. Bo th boys, Kim and Tude, are singled out for their unusual 
pedigree; neither is like “normal” boys, whose parents an 


assage through life. Central to their predicaments 
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novel of disillusionment is an unrealizable dream. 151 Jude, like Frederic 
Moreau, Dorothea Brooke, Isabel Archer, Ernest Pontifex, and all the others, 
is c ondemned, to such a fat e. The.. paradox of personal identity is that it is 
implicated in that unsu ccess ful dream. lu de wouTd not he who islFeFFTr 
not for his futile wish to become a scholar. Escape from being a social 
non-entity holds out the promise of relief, but that is impossible. The 
structural irony is precisely that conjunction: what you wish for is exact ly 
what you_cannot ha ve._The poignancy and defeated hope at the end of Jude 
the Obscure have become synonymous with Jude’s very identity. 

Because he gets beyond this p aralyzing, dispiriting impasse, Kim O’Hara 
is so remarkably optimistic a characterT Like those of other heroei nf impp- 
nal fiction, his_acti Qns result in victories not defeats. He restores India to 
health, as the invading foreign agents are apprehended and expelled. Part of 
his strength is his deep, almost instinctive knowledge of this differe nce from 
t he Ind ia ns a rm i nd h i m; h e has a special ^fnule^ given him during infancy, 
and unlike the other boys he plays with— this is established at the novel’s 
opening — he is endowed through natal prophecy with a unique fate of 
which he wishes to make everyone aware. Later he becomes e xplicitly awar e 
of being a Sahib, a white man, and whenever he wavers there is someone to 
remind him that he is indeed a Sahib, with all the rights and privileges of 
that special rank. Kipling even makes the saintly guru affirm the difference 
between a white man and a non-white. 

But that alone does not impart to the novel its curious sense of enjoyment 


ling was not an mtro- 


wnter, nor— from the evidence that we 


hims elf, like Joyce, as an Ar tist, The force of his best writing comes fro mease 
a nd fluency , the seeming naturalness of his narration and characterization, 
while the sheer variousness of his creativity rivals that of Dickens and 
Shakespeare. La nguage for him was not, as it was for Conrad, a resis tant 
medium; it was transparent, eas ily capable of many tones and inflections, all 
of them directly representaove^^ 

gives Kim his sprightliness and wit, his energy and attractiveness. In many 
ways Kim resembles a character who might have been drawn much earlier 
in the nineteenth century, by a writer like Stendhal, for example, whose 
vivid portrayals of Fabrice del Dongo andjulien Sorel have the same blend 
of adventure and wistfulness, which Stendhal called espamolisme. For Kim, 
as for Stendhal’s characters and unlike Hardy’s Jude,~the~world is full of' 


unties, much 


>aliban s lsl; 


of noises, sou nds, and 


At times, that world is restful, even idyllic. So we get not only the bustle 
and vitality of the Grand Trunk Road, but also the welcoming, gentle 
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pastoralism of the scene en route with the old soldier (Chapter 3) as the little 
group of travellers reposes peacefully: 

There was a drowsy buzz of small life in hot sunshine, a cooing of 
doves, and a sleepy drone of well-wheels across the fields. Slowly and 
impressively the lama began. At the end of ten minutes the old soldier 
slid from his pony, to hear better as he said, and sat with the reins round 
his wrist. X he lama’s TO k^.fait,ejs.d—liie..J3. eriodsJenp thened. Kim was 
busy watching a gray squirrel. When the little scolding bunch of fur, 
close pressed to the branch, disappeared, preacher and audience were 
fast asleep, the old officer’s strong-cut head pillowed on his arm, the 
lama s thrown back against the tree bole, where it showed like yellow 
ivory. A naked child toddled up, stared, and moved by some quick 
impulse of reverence made a solemn little obeisance before the lama — 
only the child was so short and fat that it toppled over sideways, and 
Kim laughed at the sprawling, chubby legs. The child, scared and 
indignant, yelled aloud. 152 


Grand Trunk Ro ad, where, as the old soldier puts it, “ ‘al 1 castes and kind s 
qf m en m ove . . . Brahmins and chumars, bankers and tinkers, barbers and 
bunnias, pilgrims and potters — all the world coming and going. It is to me 



ho y (the Muslim, the Hindu, the Irish) but is just 
as careful to show us that none of these identities, though they mav hinder 


Q^yahies and.hdiefs,....tp. the other . Throughout the book Kim takes on the 
dialects of numerous Indian communities; he speaks Urdu, English (Kipling 
does a superbly funny, gentle mockery of his stilreH Anfrln-TnHIan finely 
distinguished from the Babu’s orotund verbosity), Eurasian, Hindi, and 
Bengali; when Mahbub speaks Pashtu, Kim gets that too; when the lama 
speaks Chinese Tibetan, Kim understands that. As orchestrator of this Babel 
of tongues, this veritable Noah’s Ark of Sansis, Kashmiris, Akalis, Sikhs, and 
many others, Kipling alsojnanages-Kim’s chameleon-like progress dancing 


and out o i iL 
home in each 


gESatactoroassing thrque 


How very different this all is from the lustg 


situations anc 


of the European 
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bourgeoisie, whose ambiance as eve ry novelist of importance rend ers it 
reconfirms the debasement of contemporary life, the extinction of all dreams 
of passi on, su cc es s, and exoti c adventur e. Kipling’s fiction offiersTan antithe- 
sis: his world, because it is set in an India dominated by Britain, holds 
nothing back from the expatriate European. Kim shows how a white Sahib 
can en[oy lifeJn_thi s lush complexity: and, I would argue, the absence of 
resistance to European intervention in it — symbolized by Kim’s abilities to 
move relatively unscarred through India — is due to its imperialist vision. 
For what one cannot accomplish in one’s own Western environment — 
where trying to live out the grand dream of a successful quest means xoming. 
UP-ag ainst one’s own mediocrity and the world’s corruption and degrada- 


tion — oae. can do^broadT lsn’t it possible in India to do everything? be 
anything? go anywhere with impunity? 

Consider the p attern _oL Ki m!s wanderings as they affect the srmmirp o f 
the novel. Most of his voyages move within th e Punjab, around the axis 
formed by Lahore and Umballa, a British garrison town on the frontier of 
the United Provinces. The Grand Trunk Roa d, built by the great Muslim 
ruler Sher Shan in the late sixteenth century, runs from Peshawar to Cal- 
cutta, although the lama never goes farther south and east than Benares. Kim 
makes excursions to Simla, to Lucknow, and later to the Kulu valley; with 
Mahbub he goes as far south as Bombay and as far west as Karachi. But the 
overall impression created by these voyages is of carefree meandering 


Occasionally Kim’s trips are punctuated by the requirements of the school 
year at St. Xavier s, but jhe_only_seriQiis....agendas, the only equivalents of 
temporal pressure on the characters, are ( a ) the Abbot-Lama’s Search, whi ch 
is fairly elastic, and (b) the pursuit anjjj naLex p i i l sion of the foreign agents 
trying to stir up trouble on the Northwest Frontier. There are no scheming 
money-lenders here, no village prigs, no vicious gossips or unattractive and 
heartless parvenus, as there are in the novels of Kipling’s major European 
contemporaries. 

Now contrast Kim’s rather l oose structure, b ased as it is on a luxurious 
geographical and spatial expansiveness, w idi the tight, relentlessly unforgiv - 
ingjemparaf-stractu re of the Europ ean noyel s contemporary with it .(TTmfe> 
says Lukacs in The Theory of the Novel, is the great ironist, almost a rharaTw 

men t, and al sqjeveals Jiis or he r ill usions to be groun dless, emptv Jjitterlv 
fa tile. 1 54 In Kim, you have the impression that time is on your side, because 
megpography is yours to move about in more or less freely. Certainly Kim 
feels that, and so does Colonel Creighton, in his patience, and in the 
sporadic, even vague way he appears and disappears. The opulence of 
India’s space, the commanding British presence there, the sense of freedom 


• untorgiv- 
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communicated by the interaction between these two factors add up to a 
wonderfully positive atmosphere irradiating the pages of Kim. This is not a 
driven world of hastening dis aster, a s in Flaubert or Z ola. 

The novel’s ease of atmospEerealso comes, I think, from Kipling’s own 
recollected sense of being at home in I ndia. In Kim representatives of the Raj 
seem to have no problemwith being “abroad”; India for them requires 
no self-conscious apologetic, no embarrassment or unease. The French- 
speaking Russian agents admit that in India, “we have nowhere left our mark 
yet,” 155 but the British know they have, so much so that Hurree, that 
self-confessed “Oriental,” is agitated by the Russians’ conspiracy on behalf 
of the Raj, not his own people. When the Russians attack the lama and rip 
apart his map, the defilement is metaphorically of India itself, and Kim 
corrects this defilement later. Kipling’s mind plays over reconciliation, hea l- 
ing, and wholeness in the conclusion, and his means are g eographical: jjfig 
British repossessing India, in order once again to enjoy its spaciousness, to 


aga in, and again. 


There is a striking coincidence between Kipling’s reassertion over the 
geography of India and Camus’s in some of his Algerian stories written 
almost a half century later. T heir gestures are symptomatic not of confi - 
dence, but of a ljurking v iJj0imjiiiA5noi3iedSd^idaise,Xl)elieve. For if you 


be long in a place, you _do. not have to keep saving and showing it: you mst 
are, like t he, silent Arabs in L 'Etramer or the fuzzv-haired Blacks in Heart of 
Darkness or the various Indians in Kim. Bu t colonial, i.e., geographical, 
appropriation requires such assertive infle ctions, and these emphases are the 
hallmark of the imperial culture reconfirming itself to and for itself. 

Kipling’s geographical and spatial governance of Kim rather than the 
temporal one of metropolitan European fiction, gains special eminence by 
political and historical factors; it expresses an irreducible political judge- 
ment on Kipling’s part. It is as if he were saying, I ndia isj aixs-and-therefore 
w e can see it in this mostly.unc. Qntest ed. meand ering, -and fill filling wav. 
India is “other and, importantly, for all its wonderful size and variety, it is 
safely held by Britain. 

Kipling arranges another aesthetically satisfying coincidence, and it, too, 
must be taken into account. This is t he confluence between Creighto n-’s 
Great Game and.. Kimls-inexhaustiblv renewed capacity for disguises and 


a dventure; K ipling keeps the two tightly connected. The first is a device of 
political surveillance and control; the second, at a deeper and interesting 
level, is a wish-fantasy of someone who would like to think that everything 
is possi ble, that one can go anywhere and be anything . T. E. Lawrence in 
The Seven Pillars of Wisdom expresses this fantasy over and over, as he 




The Pleasures ^ 


reminds us how he — a blond, blue-eyed Englishman — moved among the 
desert Arabs as if he were one of them. 

I call this ?Tantasy ¥ecause, as both Kipling and Lawrence endlessly 
remind us, no pfig^ east of all actual whites and non-whites in the colo- 
nies— ever fo rgets that “going native” or playi ng the Great Game depends 
on the rock-like foundations of European power. W as there ev e ^ a” native 
fooled by the blue- or green-eyed Kims and T. E. Lawrences who passed 
among them as agent adventurers? I doubt it, just as I doubt that any white 
man or woman lived within the orbit of European imperialism who ever 
forgot that the discrepancy in power between the white rulers and the native 
subjects was absolute, intended to be unchanging, rooted in cultural, politi- 
cal, and economic reality. 

Kim, the positive boy hero who travels in disguise all over India, across 
boundaries and rooftops, into tents and villages, is. everlastingly responsible 
to British power, represented by Creighton’s G re^^a^7^eTea"soiTwe 
can see that so clearly iTthat sTnce ^w~ w7r ^i tten~rn d i a has become 
independent, just as since the publication of Gide’s The ImmoralisTand 
Camus’s The Stranger Algeria has become independent of France. To read 
these major works of the imperial period retrospectively and heterophoni- 
cally with other histories and traditions counterpointed against them, to read 
thgnLMjjhgJjght of decolonization, is neither to slight their great aesthetic 
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illations with the facts 


The device invented by Kipling by which British control over India 
(the Great Game) coincides in detail with Kim’s disguise fantasy to be at 
one with India, and later to heal its defilements, obviously could not have 
o ccurred without British imperialism. W e must read the novefasthe~real-~ 
ization of a great cumulative process, which in the closing years of the 
nineteenth century is reaching its last major moment before Indian inde- 
pendence: o n the one hand, surveifianceand controTover India;on the 
other, love for and fascinated attention to its every detail. The overlap 
between the political hold of the one and the aesthetic and psychological 
pleasure of the other is made possible by British imperialism itself; Kipling 
understood this, ve umanv of his later readers refuse to accept this trou- 
- bling, even embarrassing truth. And it was not just Kipling’s recognitio^of 
British imperialism in general, but imperialism at that specific moment in 
its history, when it had almost lost sight of the unfolding dynamics of a 
human and secular truth: the-tr uth that India had existed hefnre the F.nrn - 
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Br itish subjugation. 

In reading Kim today we can watch a great artist in a sens ablind ed bv his 
own insights about India, confusing the realities that he saw with such color 
and ingenuity, with the notion that they were permanent and essential. 
Ki£hqg..I§fe^ form qualities that he tries to bend t o this 

-bas^^bfasgttor^gnd. BuuLii^LejyjLg reat artistic jrony that he does 
notgatec geed in thj$ Qbfaacutio njmd his attempt 
purpose reaffirms his aesthetic integrity. Kim most assuredly is not a political 
tract. Kipling’s choice of the novel form and of his character Kim O’Hara to 
engage profoundly with an India that b.e lo ved but cou ld not properlv 
havens is what we should keep resolutelyas the bo pk 
Then we can read Km as a great document of its historical moment and, too, 


esthetic m il eston e along 


way to midnig 


moment whose children have done so much to revise^ouT^se of thepast’s 
richness and its enduring problems. 

\ 


( VI ) 


The Native Under Control 


T bave been tryin 8’ on the one hand , to focus on those aspects of an ongoing 
X European culture that imperialism made use of as its successes acceler- 


X European culture that imperialism made use of as its successes acceler- 
ated and, on the other, to describe how it was that the imperial European 
orcgu ldafltm. t hat heor she was animperialist and. ironicalKT 

^5^JL.J^LlhMjhe_norn;Euro2eM^m^t^^3me^drram«ances~Mwthe 

value as objectivity is always directed against him.” 156 

Even so, can one speak of imperialism as being so ingrained in nineteenth- 
century Europe as to have become i ndistinguishable from the cu lture as a 
whole?JVhat is the meaning of a word hki^^ri^^ 

Kipling s jingoist work as well for his subtler literary work, or for his 

contemporaries Tennyson and Ruskin? Is every cultural artefact theoreti- 
cally implicated? 

TW ° anSW f" P r °P° se themselves. No, we must say, such concepts as 

with anunacceptable 

Iggugngssjhfcjfltg ^ing heterogeneity of Western^^ikiT^Gk^ 
Discriminations must ta^HSdetat^^ 


i 
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another when it comes to involvement in imperialism; so we can say, for 
example, that for all his illiberalism about India, John Stuart Mill was more 
complex and enlightened in his attitudes to the notion of empire than either 
Carlyle or Ruskin (Mill s behavior in the Eyre case was principled, even 
retrospectively admirable). The same is true of Conrad and Kipling as artists 
compared with Buchan or Haggard. Yet the^h iection that culture should not 
be considered a part of imperialis m can become a tactic to prevent one from 
senou§ly_co nnecting the two. By looking at culture and imperialiiSrc^ 
My, wejnjtyLiisc ern various forms in the relationship , and we shall see that 
we can profitably draw connections that enrich and sharpen our reading of 
major cultural texts. Thg^pgradoacal. miniLJttfj ^ is that Europ ean 
culture was no le ss complex, rich, or interesting for having supported mo st 
asp ectsoTtHe imperial experien ce. 

Let us look at Conrad, and Flaubert, writers who worked in the second 
half of the nineteenth century, the former concerned explicitly with imperi- 
alism, the latter implicitly involved with it Despite their differences both 

writers similarly emphasize characters whose xapadr.y~.fnr isolating 

surround ing themselves in structures they create takes the same form as the 
colonizer at the center of an empire he rule s. Axel Heyst in Victory and St. 
Antoine in La Tentation — late works, both — are withdrawn into a place 
where, like guardi ans of a magj c,tojality. th ey incorporate a hostile wor ld 
Pgrgg d of its troubl i ng ^r esistances to their control of it. T hese solitary 
withdrawals have a long history in Conrad’s fiction — Almayer, Kurtz at the 
Inner Station, Jim at Patusan, and most memorably Charles Gould in Sulaco; 
in Flaubert they recur with increasing intensity after Madame Bovary. Yet 
unlike Robinson Crusoe on his island, these modern versions of the imperi- 
alist who attempts self-redemption are dQomed-jjonkaRv-roj mffer in irrup- 
ti on and distrac tion, _ a s wh at t h e y had trie d to e x c ludfiJram t he ir islan d 
warids-^enetiasss^jByiKajL. The covert influence of imperial control in 
Flaubert’s imagery of solitary imperiousness is striking when juxtaposed 
with Conrad’s overt representations. 

Within the codes of European fiction, these interruptions of an imperial 
project are r ealistic reminders that no one can in fact withdraw from the 
world into a private version of reality. The link back to Don Quixote is 
obvious, as is the continuity with institutional aspects of the novel form 
itself, where th e aberrant individ ual is usually disciplined and punished in 
jzjheint erests of a cprporatlndenti t^^ 
disruptions are occasioned by Europeans, and they are enfolded within a 
narrative structure that is retrospectively resubmitted to European scrutiny 
for interpretation and questioning. One sees this in both the early Lord Jim 
and the later Victory: as the idealistic or withdrawn white man (Jim, Heyst) 
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lives a life of somewhat Quixotic seclusion, his space i s invaded bv Meg his- 
ro phelian emanations, adventurers whose subsequent malfeasance is exam- 
ined retrospectively by a narrating white man. 

Heart of Darkness is another example. Marlow’s audience is English, and 
Marlow himself penetrates to Kurtz’s private domain as an in quiring-West- 
grnmind trying to make sense of an a pocalyptic revelation. M ost readings 
rightly call attention to Conrad’s skepticism about the colonial enterprise, 
but they rarely remark that i n telling the story of his African journey Marlow 
repeats_aii d confirms Kurtz’s action: restor ing~Affica to E yopean~Regemony 
h-y h is tf»rici7.in{pm tL narrating its strangeness. T he savages, the wilderness, 
even the surface folly of popping shells into a vast continent — all these 
reaccentuate Marlow’s need to place the colonies on the imperial map and 
under the overarching temporality of narratable history, no matter how 
complicated and circuitous the results. 

Marlow’s historical equivalents, to take two prominent examples, would 
be Sir Henry Maine and Sir Roderick Murchison, men celebrated for their 
massive cul mra Land _sc kntific-.wx)x k; — work unintelligible except in the 
imperial context. M aine’s great study Ancient Law (1861) explores the struc- 
ture of law in a primitive patriarchal society that accorded privilege to fixed 
“status” and could not become modern until the transformation to a “con- 
tractual” basis took place. Maine uncannily prefigures Foucault’s history, in 
Discipline and Punish, of t he shift in Europe from “sovereign” to administra- 
tive surveillance. T he difference is that fi uuMaine-the-empire-became-a-sort 
of laboratory for proving his theory (Foucault treats the Benthamite Panop- 
ticon lii use "aFEuropean correctional facilities as the proof of his): appointed 
to the Viceroy’s Council in India as legal member, Maine regarded his 
sojourn in the East as an “extended field-trip.” He fought the Utilitarians on 
issues concerning the sweeping reform of Indian legislation (two hundred 
pieces of which he wrote), and interpreted his task as the identification and 
preservation of Indians who could be rescued from “status” and, as carefully 
nurtured elites, brought over to the contractual basis of British policy. In 
Village Communities (1871) and later in his Rede Lectures, Maine outlined a 
theory amazingly like Marx’s: that feudalism in Indi a, challen ged by British 
colonialism, was a necessary development: in time, he arguedTa feudal 4 ofd 


bourgeoisie to emerge^ 

ITT'eqpIaTryltriking Roderic k Murchison was a soldier turned geologist , 
ge ographer, and administrator of the Royal G eographical Society-As Robert 
Stafford points out in a gripping account of Murchison’s life and career, 
given the man’s military background, his peremptory conservatism, his 
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inordinate self-confidence and will, his tremendous scientific and acquisitive 
zeal, it was inevitable that he apprqach^ as a geologist like an 

all-conquering army whose c ampa igns added power and global reach m rh P 
British empire . 157 WhetfijTIirM^ 

tipodes, Africa, or India, Murchison’s work was empire. “Travelling and 
colonizing are still as much the ruling passio^f En^Sfimen as they were 
in the days of Raleigh and Drake,” he once said. 158 
Thus inJiis tales^Conrad re-enacts the imperi al gesture of pulling in 


irreducible ironies. His historicist vision overrides the other histories con- 
tained in the narrative sequence; its dynamic sanctions Africa, Kurtz, and 
Marlow despite their radical greprririiy — a S objects of a superior West- 
ern (but admittedly problematic) constitutive understanding. Yet as I have 

„L _ C 1 » • . . . 




ntficgntdflgfla ble dark li fe. On the second of the two occasions when a native 
utters an intelligible word, he thrusts an “insolent black head” through a 
doorway to announce Kurtz’s death, as if only a European pretext could 
furnish an African with reason enough to speak coherently. Less the ac- 
knowledgement of an essential African difference, Marlow’s narrative takes 
tbL^Bmemrience as further acknowledgement of Ijur^^brid^- 


nificance; Africa recedejjnintegraj meani ng, as if with Kurtz’s passW it had 
oncejigain become the blankness his imperial will had songhr to 

Conrad’s readers of the time were not expected to ask about or concern 
themselves with what became of the natives. Wh at mattered to them was 
hoW-Madawmak es sense of everything , for without his deliberately fash- 
ioned narrative there is no history wor th telling, no fiction worth entertain- 
i 5 fc no ^ 1 ^^ 5 ff-Bffi^ _gonsultin grTHls~is~¥^Koft step away from King 
Leopold s account of his International Congo Association, “rendering lasting 
and disinterested services to the cause of progress,” 159 and described by one 
admirer in 1885- as the “noblest and most self-sacrificing scheme for African 
development that has ever been or ever will be attempted.” 

Chinua Achebe’s well-known criticism of Conrad (that he was a racist 
who totally dehumanized Africa’s native population) does not go far enough 
in emphasizing what in Conrad’s early fiction becomes more pronounced 
and explicit in the late works, like Nostromo and Victory, tha t do not deal with 
Africa^ 60 In Nostromo the history of Costaguana is the merciless one of a 
white family with grandiose schemes and suicidal bent. Neither the local 
Indians nor the ruling-class Spaniards of Sulaco offer an alternative perspec- 
tive: Conrad treats them with something of the same pitying contempt and 
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exoticism he reserves tor t 


Southeast Asianti 


end, Conrad’s audience was European, and his fiction had the effect not of 
challenging but of confirming, that fact and consolidating consciousness of it, 
even though paradoxically his own corrosive skepticism. w.as..thereby re- 
leased. A similar dynamic appears in Flaubert. 

Despite their fineness and reticulation, then, t he inclusive cultural form s 
dealin^widi.peripberalnon-EuroE.e an settings a reixiarkedlvideological-and 
sdfeeaveJ even repress ive ) so fa r as “natives” are concerned , just as the 
picturesqueness of nineteenth-century colonial painting 161 is, despite its 
“realism,” ideological and repressive: it effectively silences the Other, it 
reconstitutes difference as identity, it rules over and represents domains 
figured by occupying powers, not by inactive inhabitants. The interesting 
question is what, if anything, resisted such directly imperial narratives as 
Conrad’s? Was the consolidated vision of Europe unbroken? or was it irre- 
sistible and unopposed within Europe? 

Europ ean im perialism i ndeedjdgyelop ed European opposition — as A. P. 
Thornton, Porter, and Hobson demonstrate 162 — between the middle and the 
end of the century; certainly the Abolitionists , A nthony Trollope, and Gnldr 
win Smith, for example, were relatively honorable figures among many 
individual and group movements. Still, people like Froude, Dilke, and 
Seeley represented the overwhelmingly more powerful and successful pro- 
imperial culture. 163 Missionaries, although they often functioned as agents 
of one or another imperial power throughout the nineteenth century, were 
sometimes able to curb the worst colonial excesses, as Stephen Neill argues 
in Colonialism and Christian Missions . 164 It is also true that Europeans brought 
moderntechnolo gical chan ge — steam engines, telegraphs, and even educa- 
tion — to some of the natives, benefits that persisted beyond th e colonial 
period, although not without negative aspects. But the startling purity of the 


imperial quest i n Heart of Darkness - — when Marlow acknowledges that he 
always felt a passion to fill in the great blank spaces on the map — remains 


tie overwhelming real: 


a constitutive 


in the culture of imp 


ism. In its impulsive power the gesture recalls actual explorers and imperial- 
ists like Rhodes, Murchison, and Stanley. There is no minimizing the 
discrepant power established by imperialism and prolonged in the colonial 
encounter. Conrad underscores that actuality not just in the content but also 
in the form of Kurtz’s seventeen-page report to the Society for the Suppres- 
sion of Savage Customs: t he aim to civilize and bring light to dark places is 
b oth antithetical and logically equivalent to its e ffective end: the desire to 
“e xterminate the brutes” who may not be cooperative or may entertain ideas 
a bout resistance . In Sulaco, Gould is both the mine’s patron and the man who 
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plans to blow up the enterprise. No connectives a re necessary: the imperial 
v ision enables the natives’ life and death a t the same time. 

But 7 of course the natives could not really all be made to disappear, and 
in fact they encroached more and more on the imperial consciousness. And 
what follow are schemes for separating the natives — Africans, Malays, 
Arabs, Berbers, Indians, Nepalese, JavuniseTFIIipmos^-from the white man 
on racial a nd religious grounds, then for reconstituting them as people 
requirmgTEuropean presence, whether a colonial implantation ^ 
diicourseTn which they could be fitted and put to work. Thus, on the one 
hand, one has Kipling’s fiction positing the Indian as a creature clearly 
needing British tutelage, one aspect of which is a narrative that encircles and 
then assimilates India , since without Britain India would disappear into its 
own corruption and underdevelopment. (Kipling here repeats the well- 
known views of James and John Stuart Mill and other Utilitarians during 
their tenure at India House.) 165 

Or, on the other hand, one has the sha dowy discourse of colonial capi- 
talisrn^with its roots in liberal free-trade policies (also deriving from 
evangelical literature), in which, for instance, the indolent native again 
figures as someone whose natural depravity and loose character necessi- 
tate a European overlord. We see this in the observations of colonial rul- 
ers like Galieni, Hubert Lyautey, Lord Cromer, Hugh Clifford, and John 
Bowring: “His hands are large, and the toes of his feet pliant, being ex- 
ercised in climbing trees, and divers other active functions. . . . The 
impressions made upon him are transitory, and he retains a feeble mem- 
ory of passing or p ast events. Ask him his age, he will not be able to an- 
swen who were hisancestorsThe neither knows nor cares. . . . His master 
vice is idleness, which is his felicity. The labour that necessity demands 
he gives grudgingly.” 166 And we see it in the monographic rigors of schol- 
arly colonial social scientists like the economic historian Clive Day, who 
in 1904 wrote, “In practice it has been found impossible to secure the ser- 
vices of the native [Javanese] population by any appeal to an ambition to 
better themselves and raise their standard. Nothing less than immediate 
material enjoyment will stir them from their indolent routine.” 167 These 
descriptions .co mmodified the natives and their labor an d glossed over 
the actual historical conditions, spiriting away the facts of drudgery and 


But these accounts also sp irited away, occluded ,..^ 
ofLth fi. observe r, who for reasons guaranteed only by power and by its 
allia nce with the spirit of Worl d History, could pronounce on the reality of 
native peoples as from anmvisiElg Biint of super-obje ctive perspective. 
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using the protocols and jargon of new science s to displace “the natives’ ” 
point of view. As Romila Thapar pointsoutTfor example, 

The history of India became one of the means of propagating those 
interests. TraditionaLIiidian_ historical writing, with its emphasis 0 n 


historical bi ographies and chronicles, was l argely ignored. European 
u niting on Indi anjiistory was an atte mpt to create a freshlistonc af 
tradit ion. The historiograpTucal pattefn^rth^Tndian past~wliich took 
shape during^ the colonial period in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries was probably similar to the patterns which emerged in the 
histories of other colonial societies. 169 

Even oppositional thinkers like Marx and Engels were no less capable of 
such pronouncements than French and British governmental spokesmen; 
both political camps relied on colonial documents, the fully encoded dis- 
course of Orientalism, for example, and Hegel’s view of the Orient and 
Africa as static, despotic, and irrelevant to world history. When on Septem- 
ber 17, 1857, Engels spoke of the Moors of Algeria as a “timid race” because 
they were repressed but “reserving nevertheless their cruelty and vindic- 
tiveness while in moral character they stand very low,” 170 he was merely 
echoing French colonial doctrine. Conrad similarly used colonial accounts 
of lazy natives, much as Marx and Engels spun out their theories of Oriental 
and African ignorance and superstition. This is a second aspect of the 
wordlgssj mperial wish; for_i£ _the obdurately material natives are tra ns- 
' * orme d fr° m subservient beings into inferior humanity, then the coloni zer 
is similarly transfbr rnedTnto an invisible scribe, who se writ ing reports on th e 
Other antfaTthe same time insists on its scienrific~dTsinterestedness and fas 
Katherme George has hoted) 171 di^sTead}rTm^i^ement in the condition, 
character, and custom of primitives as a result of their contact with European 
civilization. 172 

At the apex of high imperialism early in this century, then, we have a 
conjunctural fusion between, on the one hand, the historicizing codes of 
discursive writing in Europe, positing a world universally available to tra ns- 
i mpersonal scr utiny, and, on. t he other hand, a massively colonized 
world. T he object of this consolidated vision is Always either a victim or a 
highly constrained character, permanently threatened with severe punish- 
ment, despite his or her many virtues, services, or achievements, excluded 
ontologically for having few of the merits of the conquering, surveying, and 
civilizing outsider. For _the colonizer the i nc orporatjy e apparatus require s 
unrem l nin l to maintain. For the victim, imperialism offers these 
alternativesTserve ofTxTdestroyed. 


imperialism otters 


alternatives: serve or 
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( VII ) 

Camus and the French Imperial Experience 


Y et not all empires were the same. F rance’s empire, according to one of 
its most famous historians, though no less interested than Britain’s in 
profit, plantations, and slaves, w as energized by “p restige.” 1 ? 3 Its various 
domains acquired (and sometimes lost) over three cenfuries were presided 
over by its i rradiating “ genius, ” itself a function of France’s "vocation superi- 
eure,” in the words of Delavigne and Charles Andre Julien, the compilers of 
a fascinating work, Les Constructeurs de la France d’outre -mer . 174 Their cast of 
characters begins with Champlain and Richelieu, includes such redoubtable 
proconsuls as Bugeaud, conqueror of Algeria; Brazza, the man who estab- 
lished the French Congo; Gallieni, the pacifier of Madagascar; and Lyautey, 
along with Cromer the greatest of European rulers of Muslim Arabs. One 
senses little equivalent of the British “departmental view,” and much more 
the personal style of being Fr ench in a great assimilationist enterprise. 

Whether this may only be a French self-perception does norrealiy matter, 
sinc e consistency and regularity of appeal were the driving forces in justify- 
ing territorial acquisition before, during, and after the fact. When Seeley (his 
famous book was translated into French in 1885, and much admired and 
commented upon) said of Britain’s empire that it was acquired absentmind- 
edly, he was only describing an attitude very different from that of contem- 
porary French writers on empire. 

As Agnes Murphy shows, th e Franco-Prussian War of 1870 directly stimu- 
l ated the increase in French geographical societi es. 175 Geographical knowl- 
edge and exploration were thereafter tied to the discourse (and acquisition) 
of empire, and in the popular prominence of people like Eugene Etienne 
(founder of the Groupe Coloniale in 1892) one may plot the rise of French 
imperial theory to almost an exact science. A fter 1872 and for the first time, 
according to Girardet, a coherent political doctrine of colonial expansion 
developed at the head of the French state; between 1880 and 1895 French 
colonial possessions went from 1.0 to 9.5 million square kilometers, from five 
to fifty million native inhabitants. 176 At the Second International Congress 
of Geographical Sciences in 1875, attended by the President of the Republic, 
the Governor of Paris, the President of the Assembly, Admiral La Rouci^re- 
Le Noury’s opening address revealed the attitude prevalent throughout the 
meeting: “Gentlemen, ProvidenceJras dictated to us the obligation of know- 
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ing_the earth and making the conquest of it. This supreme command is one 
of the impeffouTdutTe^ intelligences and on our activities. 

.- geogra phy, that science which inspires such beautiful devotedness and in 
l whose name so many victims have been sacrificed, has become th e philoso- 
\ p hv of the earth.” 177 ~ 


Sociology- (inspired by Le Bon), psychology (inaugurated by Leopold de 
Saussure), his tory, an d of course a nthropo logy flourished in the decades 
after 1880, many of them culminating at International Colonial Congresses 
(1889, 1894, etc.) or in specific groups (e.g., the 1890 International Congress of 
Colonial Sociology or the 1902 Congress of Ethnographic Sciences in Paris). 
Whole regions of the world were made the objects of learned colon ial atten- 
t ionTK ayHKmd~I^t3Pmenti(^^ de sociologie de- 

voted annual surveys to Madagascar in 1900, Laos and Cambodia in 1908. 178 
The ideological theory of colonial assimijation begun und er thgJRevolution 
c ollapsed, as theories of racial types — Gustave Le Bon’s primitive, inferior, 
intermediate, and superior races; or Ernest Seilhre’s philosophy of pure 
force; or Albert Sarraut’s and Paul Leroy-Beaulieu’s systematics of colonial 
practice; or Jules Harmand’s principle of domination 17 ' 1 — guj ded French 
g mperi al strategie s. Natives and their lands were not to be treated as entities 
that could Se made French, but as possessions the immutable characteristics 
of which required separation and subservience, even though this did not rule 
out the m ission civilisatrice. The influence of Fouillde, Clozel, and~GIraiT 
tuxnecTsuch ideaslnto a language and, in the imperial realms themselves, a 
practice that closely resembled a science, a science of ruling inferiors whose 
resources, lands, and destinies France was in charge of. At best, France’s 
relationship with Algeria, Senegal, Mauritania, Indochina was association 
through “hi erarchic pa rtnership ,” as Rene Maunier argues in his book The 
Sociology of Colonies, lso but Betts rightly notes that nonetheless the theory of 
“imperialism did not occur by invitation but by force, and in the long run, 
all noble doctrines considered, was only successful so long as this ultima ratio 
was apparent.” 181 

To compare discussion of empire by and for the French with the actuali- 
ties of imperial conquest is to be struck by many disparities an d ironies. 
Pragmatic considerations were always allowed for people like Lyautey, 
Gallieni, Faidherbe, Bugeaud — generals, proconsuls, administrators — to act 
with force and draconian dispatch. Politicians like Jules Ferry, who ar- 
ticulated imperial policy after (and during) the fact, reserved the right to 
postulate goals that scanted the natives like “la gestion meme et . . . la defense 
du patrimoine nationale.” 182 For the lobbies and what today we call publi- 
cists — ranging from novelists and jingoists to mandarin philosophers — the 




hrilliance, civiiizati onal energy, speci al g eographical snrial a nd histo r i cal. 
development. None of this was consistent or corresponded to daily life in 
Martinique, or Algeria, or Gabon, or Madagascar, and this was, to put it 
mildly, difficult for the natives. In addition, other empires — German, Dutch, 
British, Belgian, American — were jostling France, approaching all-out war 
(as at Fashoda) with it, negotiating with it (as in Arabia in 1917-18), threaten- 
ing or emulating it. 183 

In Algeria, however inconsistent the policy of French governments since 
1830, the jafixorafale , proce s s went on to make Algeria Frenc h. First the land 
was taken from the natives and their buildings were occupied; then French 
settlers gained control of the cork oak forests and mineral deposits. Then, 
as David Prochaska notes for Annaba (formerly named B6ne), “they dis- 
placed the Algerians and peopled [places like] Bone with Europeans.” 18,1 For 
several decades after 1830 “booty capital” ran the economy , the native 
population decreased, and sett ler groups increase d. A dual economy came 
intoJ^ingr“The _ European economy can be likened by and largeto a 
firm-centered capitalist economy, while the Algerian economy can be com- 
pared to a bazaar-oriented, pre-capitalist economy.” 18 ' So while “France 
reproduced itself in Algeria,” 186 Algerians were relegated to marginality and 
poverty. Prochaska compares a French colon’s account of the B6ne story with 
one by an Algerian patriot, whose version of events in Annaba “is like 
reading the French historians of B6ne turned upside down.” 187 


Over and above everything else, Arnaud trumpets the progress made 
by the French in B6ne after the mess left by the Algerians. “It is not 
because the ‘old city’ is dirty” that it should be kept intact, but because 
a loQgJ?g rmits the visitor ... to under stand better the grandeur and 
beauty of the task accomplished by the FrendTurdur^ countiyln this 


leserted, barren~anc 


without natural re- 


so urces, " this “small, ugly Arab village of scarcely 1,500 people.” 188 

No wonder that H’sen Derdour’s book on Annaba uses as a title for its 
chapter on the Algerian revolution of 1954-1962, “Algeria, prisoner in a 
universal concentration camp, bursts colonialism asunder and obtains its 
freedom.” 189 

Next to Bone is the village of Mondovi, eighteen miles away, founded 
in 1849 by “recT, laborers transported by the government from Paris (as a 
way of getting rid of politically troublesome elements) and endowed with 
land expropriated from Algerian natives. Prochaska’s research shows how 


KURF:Karachi University Research Forum 


www.facebook.cf^i/kurf.ku 


CONSOLIDATED VISION 


Mondovi began as a wine-growing satellite of B6ne, a place where in 1913 
Albert Camus was born, the son of a “Spanish charwoman and a French 
cellerman.” 190 

C^musjs_the_one author of French Algeria who can with jus tification be 
considered of world status . As was Jane~Xusten~a century earlier, Camus is 
a novelist from whose worlT t he facts of imperial actuality, so clearly there 
to be noted, have droppe d away; as in Austen a detachable ethos has re- 
mained, an ethos suggesting universality and humanism, deeply at odds 
with the descriptions of geographical locale plainly given in the fiction. 
Fanny holds both Mansfield Park and the Antigua plantation; France holds 
Algeria and, in the same narrative grasp, Meursault’s astonishingly existen- 
tial isolation. 


portant in the ue 


colonial turbulence of 
F rance’s twentieth- ce ntury decolo nizing travail. He is a very latei mperial 
figu re who not only survived theh^y daylpf'empire. but survives today as a 
“universalist” writer with roots jnaliovr? 5 fg^^ 

spective relationship with George Orwell is even more interesting. Like 
Orwell, Camus became a well-known writer around issues highlighted in the 
1930s and 1940s: fascism, the Spanish Civil War, resistance to the fascist 
onslaught, issues of poverty and social injustice treated from within the 
discourse of socialism, the relationship between writers and politics, the role 
of the intellectual. Both were famous for the clarity and plainness of their 


style — w e should recall Roland Barthes’s description of Camus’s style in Le 
Degre zero de I'ecriture (1955) as dcriture blanche 191 — as well as the unaffected 
clarity of their political formulations. Both also made the transformation to 
the post-war years with less than happy results. Both, in short, are posthu- 
m ously interesting because of narratives they wrote that now seem to be 
about a situation that on closer inspection appears quite different. Orwell’s 
fictional examinations of British socialism have taken on a prophetic quality 
(if you like them; symptomatic if you do not) in the domain of Cold War 
polemic; Camus’s narratives of resistance and existential confrontation, 
which had once seemed to be about withstanding or opposing both mortality 
and Nazism, can now be read as part of the debate about culture and 
imperialism. 

Despite Raymond Williams’s rather powerful critique of Orwell’s social 
vision, Orwell is regularly claime d by i ntellectuals on the Left and Right. 192 
Was he a neo-conservative in advance of his time 7 as Norman Podhoretz 
claims, or was he, as Christopher Hitchens more persuasively argues, a hero 
of the Left? 193 Camus is somewhat less available to Anglo-American con- 
cerns now, but he is cited as critic, political moralist, and admirable novelist 
in discussions of terrorism and colonialism. 194 The striking parallel between 




Camus and the French spot.com I?J 

Camus and Orwell is that b oth men h ave bexQnie exemplarKJgures in their 
res pective cultures, figures whose significance d erives from but neverthele ss 
seems to transcend the immediate forceof their native context. The note is 


perfectly struck in a description of Camus that comes near the end of Conor 
Cruise O’Brien’s agile demystification of him in a book that in many ways 
resembles (and was written for the same series as) Raymond Williams’s 
Modem Masters study of Orwell. O’Brien says: 

Probably no European writer of his time left so deep a mark on the 
imagination and, at the same time, on the moral and political con- 
j sciousness of his own generation and of the next He was intensely 
/ European because he belonged to the frontier of Europe and was~aware~ 

D oTathreat The threat also beckoned to him. He refused, but not 
without a struggle. 

No other writer, not even Conrad, is more representative of the 
Western consciousness and conscience in relation to the non-Western 
world. The inner drama of his work is the development of this relation, 
under increasing pressure and in increasing anguish. 195 

Having shrewdly and even mercilessly exposed the connections between 
Camus’s most famous novels and the colonial situation in Algeria, O’Brien 
lets him off the hook. There is a subtle act of transcendence in O’Brien’s 
notion of Camus as someone who belonged “to the frontier of Europe,” 
when anyone who knows anything about France, Algeria, and Camus — 
O’Brien certainly knows a great deal — would not characterize the colonial 


tie as one I 


rentier. oimilarr 


not merely representative of so relatively weightless a thing as “Western 
consciousness” but rather of Western dominance in the non-European world. 
Conrad makes this abstract point with unerring power in his essay “Geogra- 
phy and Some Explorers,” where he celebrates British exploration of the 
Arctic and then concludes with an example of his own “militant geography,” 
the way, he says, by “putting my finger on a spot in the very middle of the 
then white heart of Africa, I 4 gclajed that some day I would go there.” 196 
Later of course he does go there, and rehabilitates the gesture in Heart of 
Darkness. 

The Western colonialism that O’Brien and Conrad are at such pains to 
describe is first a penetrati on.Mw^~th&-European frontiex andiMra...tb.e heart 
of anoth eLgeographical entity, and second, it is specific not to an ahistorical 
“Western consciousness ... in relation to the non-Western world” (most 
African or Indian natives considered their burdens as having less to do with 
“Western consciousness” than with specific colonial practices like slavery, 
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land expropriation, murderous armed force) but to a laboriously constructed 
relationship in whi ch France and Britain called the msel ves 7 %TlVS r’’ 

largely underdeye loned-and inert 

non-Western wor ld” 197 

The elision and compression in O’Brien’s otherwise tough-minded analy- 
sis of Camus come as he deals with Camus as individual artist, anguished 
over difficult choices. Unlike Sartre and Jeanson, for whom, according to 
O’Brien, the choice to oppose French policy during the Algerian War was 
fairly easy, Camus was born and brought up in French Algeria, his family 
remained there after he began to live in France, and his involvement in the 
struggle with the FLN was a matter of life and death. One can certainly 
agree with this much of O’Brien’s claim. What is less easy to accept is how 
O’Brien elevates Camus’s difficulties to the symbolic rank of “Western 
co nsciousne ss, a receptacle emptied of all but its capacity for sentie nce an d 


sentience and 


Ee_flection._ ~~ 

O Brien further rescues Camus from the embarrassment he had put him 
in by stressin^jii&.pdvilegg_of hi&indm^ With this tactic we 

are likely to have some sympathy, for whatever the unfortunate collective 
nature of French colon behavior in Algeria, there is no reason to burden 
Camus with it; his entirely French upbringing in Algeria (well described 
in Herbert Lottman s biography) 1 ’ 8 did not prevent him from producing 
a famous pre-war report on the miseries of the place, most of them due 
to French colonialism. 1 ’ 9 Here then is a_moraLjman.in_an immoral situa- 
ti on- An d what Camus focusses on is the individual in a social setting; 
this is as true of L Etranger as it is of La Peste and La Chute. He prizes self- 
recognition, disillusioned maturity, and moral steadfastness in the midst 
of a bad situation. 

But three methodological points need to be made. The first is to question 
and deconstruct Camus’s choice of geographical setting for LEtranger (1942), 
La Peste (1947), and his extremely interesting group of short stories collected 
under the title LExil et le royaume (1957). Why was Algeria a gp rt -jnp for 
narra ti y c swhosci xiam__refcrcnc.ef i n the case of the first two) has always hpp n 


construed as France _ggBfiiaUy-andj. niore particularly, France under the Nazi 
Occupation? O’Brien goes further than most in noting that the choice is not 
innocent, that much in the tales (e.g., Meursault’s trial) is either a surrepti- 
tious or unconscious justification of French rule or an ideological atfefnprto 


tio us or unconscious [ustmcation ot f rench rule or an ideological attemprto 
prettify it 2 ” But in trying to establish - a continuityb«tw^ 
individual artist and French colonialism in Algeria we must ask whether 
Camus s narratives themselves are connected to, and derive advantages 
from, earlier and more overtly imperial French narratives. In widening the 
historical perspective from Camus as an attractively solitary writer of the 


lpj|d j 
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^os and 1950s to include the century-old French presence in Algeria, we 
can perhaps better understand not just the form and ideological meaning of 
his narratives, but also the degree to which his work inflects, refers to. 


ilidates, and re 


ne degree to which his work inflects, refers to . 
more pre cise the nature of the French enterprise 


A second methodological point concerns the type of evidence necessary 
for this wider optic, and the related question of w ho does th e interp reting- 
A European critic of historical bent is likely to believe that Camus repre- 
sents the tragically immobilized French consciousness of the European crisis 
near one of its great watersheds; although Camus seems to ^jve"^^S 3 id 
colon implantations as rescuable and extendable past i960 (the year of his 
death), he was simply wrong historically, since the French ceded possession 
of and all claims on Algeria a mere two years later. Insofar as his work clearly 
alludes to contemporary Algeria, (Ramus’s general concern is the actual state 
of Franco- Algerian affairs, not theiFHIitoryof dramaticpEan^jujheir 
long-term destiny. Except-eeeaslonallv. he usually ignores or overlooks rhp 


enactment of power would not do. To an Algerian, therefore, 1962 would 
more likely be ^en ’as th'e e'nd' of a long, unhappy epoch in a history that 
began when the French arrived in 1830, and as the triumphant inauguration 
of a new phase. A correlative way of interpreting Camus’s novels therefore 
would be as interventions in the history of French efforts in Algeria, making 


wouia De as interventions in tne History of french efforts in Alge ria, making 
and keeping it French, not as novels that tell us about their author’s state -of 
jnind. Cam us’s incorporations of and assumptions about Algerian history 
would have to be compared with histories written by Algerians after inde- 
pendence, in order to get a fuller sense of the contest between Algerian 
nationalism and French colonialism. And it would be correct to regard 
Camus’s work as affiliated historically both with the French colonial venture 
itself (since he assumes it to be immutable) and with outright opposition to 
Algerian independence. This Algerian perspective may unblock and release 
aspects hidden, taken for granted, or denied by Camus. 

Last, there is a crucial methodological value in detail, patience, insistence 
where Camus’s highly compressed texts are concerned. The tendency is for 
rea ders to associate Camus’s novels w jjth-Erench novels ai^^tH^rrrp-Ttnr 
onlyDecause of their language and the forms they seem to take over from 
such illustrious antecedents as Adolphe and Trots Contes, but also because his 
choice of an Algerian locale seems incidental to the pressing moral issues at 
hand. Almost half a century after thelrTirstappearance, his novels are thus 
read as p arables of the huma n condition. True, Meursault kills an Arab, but 
this Arab is qpt named and seems to be without a history, let alone a mother 
and father; true^so^Arabs die of plague in Oran, but they are not named 
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either, whereas Rieux and Tarrou are pushed forward in the action. One 
ought to read the texts for the richness of what is there, we are likely to say, 
not fo r what if_anvthing has been excluded. But I want to insist that one finds 
in Camus’s novels whaFtKey^ once "were thought to have been cleared 
of — detail about that very distinctly F rench imperial conquest begun in 1830, 
continuing during Camus’s life, and projecting into the composition of the 
texts. 

This restorative interpretation is not meant vindictively. Nor do I intend 
after the fact to blame Camus for hiding things about Algeria in his fiction 
that, for example, in the various pieces collected in the Chroniques algeriennes 
he was at pains to explain. What I want to do is to see Cam us’s fiction as an 
element in France’s methodi cal ly constructed political geography of Alg e- 
ria; tyhich to okunaniLgenerap ons to complete, the better to see it as p rovid- 
ing._aq_juxesailg^c£auni^ af the political and interpretative contest to 
r£present r inhabil, and-posses&-th e territory itse lf— at exactly the time that 
the British were leaving India. Camus’s writing is informed by an extraor- 
dinarily belated, in some ways incapacitated colonial sensibility, which 
enacts an imperial gesture within and by means of a form, the realistic novel, 
well past its greatest achievements in Europe. 

As locus classicus I shall use an episode near the end of “La Femme 
adultere” when Janine, the protagonist, leaves her husband’s bedside during 
a sleepless night in a small hotel in the Algerian countryside. A formerly 
promising law student, he has become a travelling salesman; after a long and 
tiring bus journey the couple arrives at their destination, where he makes the 
rounds of his various Arab clients. During the trip Janine has been impressed 
with the silent passivity and incomprehensibility of the native Algerians; 
their presence seems like a barely evident natural fact, scarcely noticed by 
her in her emotional trouble. When she leaves the hotel and her sleeping 
husband, Janine encounters the night watchman, who speaks to her in 
Arabic, a language she appears not to understand. The climax of the story 
is a remarkable, almost pantheistic communion she has with the sky and the 
desert. Clearly, I think, Camus’s intention is to present the relationsh ip 
betweenwoman and_geo graphy in sexual terms, as an alternative to her now 
nearly_dca d relationship with her husband ; hence the adultery referred to in 
the story’s title. 

She was turning with them [the drifting stars in a sky “moving in a sort 
of slow gyration”], and the apparently stationary progress little by little 
identified her with the core of her being, where cold and desire were 
now vying with each other. Before her the stars were falling one by one 
and being snuffed out among the stones of the desert, and each time 


,jijb 




Janine opened a little more to the night. Breathing deeply, she forgot 
the cold, the dead weight of others, the craziness or stuffiness of life, the 
long anguish of living and dying [le poids des etres, la vie demente ou 
figee, la longue angoisse de vivre et de mourir]. After so many years of 
mad, aimless fleeing from fear, she had come to a stop at last. At the 
same time, she seemed to recover her roots and the sap again rose in 
her against the parapet as she strained toward the moving sky; she was 
merely waiting for her fluttering heart to calm down and establish 
silence within her. The last stars of the constellations dropped their 
clusters a little lower on the desert horizon and became still. Then, with 
unbearable gentleness, the water of night began to fill Janine, drowned 
the cold, rose gradually from the hidden core of her being, rising up 
even to her mouth full of moans [l’eau de la nuit . . . monta peu a peu 
du centre obscur de son etre et deborda en flots ininterrompus jusqu’a 
sa bouche pleine de gemissements]. The next moment, the whole sky 
stretched over her, fallen on her back on the cold earth. 201 

The effect is that of a moment out of time in which Janine escapes .the 
sordid narrative of her present life and enters the kingdom of the collection’s 
title; or as Camus put it in a note he wanted to insert in subsequent editions 
of the collection, “au royaume . . . [qui] coincide avec une certaine vie libre 
et nue que nous avons 4 retrouver pour renaitre enfin’’ 202 (“the kingdom 
. . . [which] coincides with a certain free and bare life and which it is up to 
us to re-find in order for us finally to be reborn”). Her past and pr esent drop 
a way from her, as does the actuality of oth er beings (le poids deseires, 
symptomatically mistranslated as “the dead weight of other people” by 
Justin O’Brien). In this passage Janine “comes to a stop at last,” motionless, 
fecund, ready for communion with this piece of sky and desert, where 
(echoing Camus’s explanatory note, designed as a later elucidation of the six 
stories) t he woman — pied noir and colon — discovers her roots. What her real 
identity is or may be is judged later in the passage^Tienshe achieves what 
is an unmistakably sexual climax: Camus speaks here of the “centre obscur 
de son etre,” which suggests both her own sense of obscurity and ignorance, 
and Camus’s as well. Herspgci fic hismry as a Frenchwoman in A jgeria do es 
not matter, for she has achieved a superv eningly immediate and direct 
a ccess to that particular earth and sky . 

Each of the stories in L ’Exil et le royaume (with one exception, a garrulous 
and unaffecting parable of Parisian artistic life) deals with the exile of people 
with a non-European history (four tales are set in Algeria, one each in Paris 
and in Brazil) that is deeply, even threateningly unpleasant, who are trying 
precariously to achieve a moment of rest, idyllic detachment, poetic self- 
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realization. Only in “La Femme adultere” and in the story set in Brazil, 
where through sacrifice and commitment a European is received by natives 
into their circle of intimacy as a substitute for a dead native, is there any 
suggestion that Camus allowed himself to believe that Europeans might 
achieve sustained and satisfactory identification with the overseas territory. 
In “Le Renegat” a missionary is captured by an outcast southern Algerian 
tribe, has his tongue torn out (an eerie parallel with Paul Bowles’s story “A 
Distant Episode”), and becomes a super-zealous partisan of the tribe, joining 
in an ambush of French forces. This is as if to say that going native can only 
be the result of mutilation, which produces a diseased, ultimately unaccept- 
able loss of identity. 

A matter of months separates this relatively late (1957) book of stories (the 
individual publication of each preceded and followed the appearance of La 
Chute in 1956) from the contents of the later pieces in Camus’s Chroniques 
algeriennes, published in 1958. Although passages in L’Exil go back to the 
earlier lyricism and controlled nostalgia of Noces, one of Camus’s few atmo- 
spheric works about life in Algeria, the stories are filled with anxiety about 
the gathering crisis. We should bear in mind that the Algerian Revolution 
was officially announced and launched on November 1, 1954; the S6tif mas- 
sacres by French troops of Algerian civilians had occurred in May 1945-, and 
the years before that, when Camus was working on L 'Etranger, were filled 
with numerous events punctuating Algerian nationalism’s long and bloody 
resistance to the French. Even though Camus grew uo in Algeria as a French 


according to al. 


^B’L s .£rew.up_in_Algena as 
he was always surrounded 




lave either 


evaded or, in his last ye ars, openly transla ted into the la nguage, imagery, and 

geographical aEPrehension of a singdaTTfre^ Alger ia 

a gainst its native Muslim i nhabitants. In 1957 Francois Mitterrand’s book 
Presence franqaise et abandon statedTlitly, “Sans Afrique, il n’y aura pas l’his- 
toire de France au XXIe siecle.” 203 

To situate Camus contrapuntally in most (as opposed to a small part) of his 
actual history, one must be alert to his true French antecedents, as well as 
the work of post-independence Algerian novelists, historians, sociologists, 
political scientists. There remains today a readily decipherable (and persis- 
tent) Eurocentric tradition of interpretatively blocking off what Camus (and 
Mitterrand) blocked off about Algeria, what he and his fictional characters 
blocked off. When in the last years of his life Camus publicly and even 
vehemently opposed the nationalist demands put forward for Algerian inde- 
pendence, he did so in the same way he had represented Algeria from the 
beginning of his artistic career, although now his words resonate depress- 
ingly with the accents of official Anglo-French Suez rhetoric. His comments 
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about “Colonel Nasser,” about Arab and Muslim imperialism, are familiar 
to us, but the one uncompromisingly severe political statement about Alge- 
ria he makes in the text appears as an unadorned political summary of his 
previous writing: 

en ce qui concerne l’Algerie, l’independence nationale est une formule 
purement passionnelle. II n’y a jamais eu encore de nation algerienne. 
Lesjuifs, les Turcs, les Grecs, les Italiens, les Berberes, auraient autant 
de droit k reclamer la direction de cette nation virtuelle. Actuellement, 
les Arabes ne ferment pas a eux seuls toute l’Alg6rie. L’importance et 
l’anciennete du peuplement franfais, en particulier, suffisent a creer un 
probfeme qui ne peut se comparer a rien dans l’histoire. Les Franfais 
d’Algerie sont, eux aussie, et au sens fort du terme, des indigenes. II faut 
ajouter qu’une Algerie purement arabe ne pourrait acc6der a In- 
dependence economique sans laquelle l’independence politique n’est 
qu’un leurre. Si insuffisant que soit l’effort ffan^ais, il est d’une telle 
envergure qu’aucun pays, a l’heure actuelle, ne consentirait a le pren- 
dre en charge.” 204 

(As far as Algeria is concerned, national independence is a formula 
driven by nothing other than passion. There has never yet been an 
Algerian nation. The Jews, Turks, Greeks, Italians, or Berbers would be 
as entitled to claim the leadership of this potential nation. As things 
stand, the Arabs alone do not comprise the whole of Algeria. The size 
and duration of the French settlement, in particular, are enough to 
create a problem that cannot be compared to anything else in history. 
The French of Algeria are also natives, in the strong sense of the word. 
Moreover, a purely Arab Algeria could not achieve that economic 
independence without which political independence is nothing but an 
illusion. However inadequate the French effort has been, it is of such 
proportions that no other country would today agree to take over the 
responsibility.) 

The ^rony is that wherever in his novels or descriptive pieces Camus tells 
a story, 

five, an essence subject to neither time nor interpretation (like Taninel or as 
the only history worth being n arrated^? to/ory: , (How different in attitude 
and tone is Pierre BouTdTeu r s~Sociologie de I’Algerie, also published in 1958, 
whose analysis refutes Camus’s jejune formulae and speaks forthrightly of 
colonial war as the result of two societies in conflict.) Camus’s obduracy 
accounts for the blankness and a bsen c e of backgroun d in the Arab killed by 
Meursault; hence also the sense of devastation in Oran that is implicitly 
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meant to express n ot mainly the Ara b deaths (which, after all, are the ones 
that matter demographically) burF renclTConsciousness. 

It is accurate to say, therefore^that Camus’s narratives lay severe and 
ontologically prior claims to Algeria’s geography. For anyone who has even 
a cursory acquaintance with the extended French colonial venture there, 
these claims are as preposterously anomalous as the declaration in March 
1938 by French Minster Chautemps that Ar^hkjKasJ!a^reigi^an^u3ge!!.in 
Algeria. T hey are not Camus’s alone, although he gave them a semi-trans- 
parent and lasting currency. He inherits and uncritically accepts them as 
conventions shaped in the long tradition of colonial writing on Algeria, 
forgotten today or unacknowledged by his readers and critics, most of whom 
find it easier to interpret his work as being about “the human condition.” 

An excellent index of how many assumptions about French colonies 
Camus’s readers and critics share is given in a remarkable survey of French 
schoolbooks from World War One to the period right after World War Two 
by Manuela S emidei. Her findings show a steadily mounting insistence on 
France’s colonial role after World War One, the “ f gl orious episodes ” in its 
history as ^a world power,” as well as lyrical descriptions of France’s colonial 
achievements, its establishment of peace and prosperity, the various schools 
and hospitals benefitting the natives, and so forth; occasional references are 
made to the use of violence, but these are overshadowed by France’s won- 
derful overall aim to eliminate slavery and despotism, replace them with 
peace and prosperity. North Africa figures prominently, but there is_nev&r 
any acknavdedge ment. according _ to-Se midei. tha t-th a. rnlnnies^ rnighr 
b ecome independent; nationalis tic mov ements of the 1030s are “d ifficulties” 
r ather than s erious challenges. 

Semidei notes that these interwar school texts favorably contrast F ranee’s 
superior colonial rule with Britain’s, suggesting that French dominions are 
ruled without the prejudice and racialism of their British counterparts. By 
the 1930s this motif is j sndlessl y r epea t ed-. When references are made to 
violence inAlgeria, for example, they are couched in such a way as to render 
French forces having to take such disagreeable measures because of the 
natives’ “ardeur religieuse et par l’attrait du pillage.” 20S Now, however, 
Algeria has become “a new France”: prosperous, full of excellent schools, 
hospitals, and roads. Even after independence, France’s colonial history is 
seen as essentially constructive, laying the foundation for “fraternal” links 
between it and its former colonies. 

Just because only one side of a contest appears relevant to a French 
audience, or because the full dynamic of colonial implantation and native 
resistance embarrassingly detracts from the attractive humanism of a major 
European tradition is no reason to go along with this interpretative current, 
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or to accept the constructions and ideological images. I would go so far as 
to say that because Camus’s most famous fiction incorporates, intransig endy 
reca pitulates, and in many ways depends on a massive French discourse on 
Algeria , one that belongs to the language of French imperial attitudes and 
geographical reference, h is work is more, not less in t erestin g. His clean style, 
the anguished moral dilemmas he lays bare, the harrowing personal fates of 
his characters, which he treats with such fineness and regulated irony — 
all these draw on and in fact revive the history of French domination in 
Algeria, with a circumspect precision and a remarkable lack of remorse or 
compassion. 

Once again the interrelationship between geography and the political 
contest must be reanimated exactly where, in the novels, Camus covers it 
with a superstructure celebrated by Sartre as providing “ a climate of th e 
absurd.” 20 6 Both L 'Etranger and La Peste are about the deaths of Arabs, deaths 


that highlight and silentlyinform the French characters’ difficulties of con- 
science and reflecSorLMoreover, the structure of civil society so viv idly 
pr esented — the municipality, the legal apparatus, hospitals, restaurants, 
clubs, entertainments, schools — i s French, alt hough in t he main it adminis- 
ters the non-French population. The correspondence between how Camus 
writes about this and how the French schoolbooks do is arresting: the novels 
and short stories narrate the result of a victory won over a pacified, deci- 
mated Muslim population whose rights to the land have been severely 
curtailed. In thus confirming and consolidating French priority, Camus 
neither disputes nor dissents from the campaign for sovereignty waged 
against Algerian Muslims for over a hundred years. 

At the center of the contest is the military struggle, whose first great 
protagonists are Marshall Theodore Bugeaud and the Emir Abdel Kader, 
the one a ferocious martinet whose patriarchal severity toward the Algerian 
natives begins in 1836 as an effort at discipline and ends a decade or so later 
with a policy of genocide and massive territorial expropriation; the other is 
a Sufi m ystic and relentless guerilla fighter, endlessly regrouping, reformi ng, 
rededicating his troops against a stronger, more modern invading enemy. To 
reacTthe documentsofthe^ ^time-^hether^ugeSldVlettefSrprotdanrations, 
and dispatches (compiled and published at about the same time as L Etran- 
ger), or a recent edition of Abdel Qader’s Sufi poetry (edited and translated 
into French by Michel Chodkiewicz), 207 or a remarkable portrait of the 
psychology of the conquest reconstructed from French diaries and letters 
of the 1830s and 1840s by Mostafa Lacheraf, senior member of the FLN 
and post-independence professor at the University of Algiers 208 — is to per- 
ceive the dynamic that makes Camus’s diminishment of the Arab presence 
inevitable. 
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The core of French military policy as Bugeaud and his officers articulated 
it was the razzia, or punitive raid on Algerians’ villages, their homes, har- 
vests, women and children. “The Arabs,” said Bugeaud, “must be prevented 
fro m sowing, from harvesting , anfllo^as^ 

gives a sampling of the poe^ time by the 

French officers at their work, their sense that here at last was an opportunity 
for guerre a outrance beyond all morality or need. General Changarnier, for 
instance, describes a pleasant distraction vouchsafed his troops in rai ding 
peaceful villages; this type of activity is taught by the scriptures, he says, in 
which Joshua and other great leaders conducted “de bien terribles razzias ;’’ 
and were blessed by God. Ruin, total destruction, uncompromising brutality 
are condoned not only because legitimized by God but because, in words 
echoed and re-echoed from Bugeaud to Salan, “les Arabes ne comprennent 
queJajSarce-hrutaleJ-’ 210 ' 

Lacheraf comments that the French military effort in the first decades 
went well beyond its object — the suppression of Algerian resistance — and 
attained t he absolute status of an ide al 211 Its other side, as expressed with 
tireless zeal by Bugeaud himself, was colonization. Toward the end of his 
stay in Algeria, he is constantly exasperated by the way in which European 
civilian emigrants are using up the resources of Algeria without restraint or 
reason; leave colonization to the military, he writes in his letters, but to no 
avail. 212 

As it happens, one of the quiet themes running through French fiction 
from Balzac to Psichari and Loti is precisely t his abuse of . Alg eria and t he 
sc andals d eriving from shady financial schemes operated by unscrupulous 
i ndividuals for whom the openness of the place permitted ne arly e very 
conceivable thing toT ie dolie lf ^ra o r expect ed 

Unforgettable portraits of this state of affairs can be found in Daudet’s 
Tartarin de Tarascott and Maupassant’s Bel-Ami (both of which are referred 
to in Martine Loutfi’s perspicacious Litterature et colomalisme ). 213 

The destruction wrought upon Al geria by the French was systematic nn 
the one hand 7 ahd constitutive of a new French polity on the other. About 
this no contemporarylvTEnesFBietwe 1840 and 1870 was in doubt Some, like 
Tocqueville, who sternly criticized American policy toward Blacks and 
native Indians, believed that the advance of European civilization neces- 
sitated inflicting cruelties on the Muslim indigenes: in his view, total conquest 
became equivalent to French greatness. He considered Islam synonymous 
with “polygamy, the isolation of women, the absence of all political life, a 
tyrannical and omnipresent government which forces men to conceal them- 
selves and to seek all their satisfactions in family life.” 214 And because he 
thought the natives were nomadic, he believed “that all means of desolating 
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these tribes ought to be used. I make an exception only in case of what is 
interdicted by international law and that of humanity.” But, as Melvin 
Richter comments, Tocqueville said nothing “in 1846 when it was revealed 
that hundreds of Arabs had been smoked to death in the course of the razzias 
he had approved for their humane quality.” 215 “Unfortunate necessities,” 
Tocqueville thought, but nowhere near as importanFas the “goo(Tgovern- 
ment” owed the “half-civilized” Muslims by French government. 

To today’s leading North African historian, Abdullah Laroui, French 
colonial policy intended nothing less than to destroy the Algerian state, such 
as it was. Clearly Camus’s declaration that a n Algerian nation npy pr existed 


Nevertheless, as I have been saying, post-colonial events impose upon us 
both a longer narrative and a more inclusive and demystifying interpreta- 
tion. Laroui says: 

The history of Algeria from 1830 to 1870 is mad e up of pretenses: the 
colons who allegedly wished to transform the Algerians into men like 
themselves, when in reality their only desire was to transform the soil 
of Algeria into French soil; the military, who supposedly respected the 
local traditions and way of life, whereas in reality their only interest 
was to govern with the least possible effort; the claim of Napoleon III 
that he was building an Arab kingdom, whereas his central ideas were 
the “Americanization” of the French economy and the French coloni- 
zation of Algeria. 216 

When he arrives in Algeria in 1872, Daudet’s Tartarin sees fe w traces of “the 
OiientiLdiaLh ad - b&e u pro mised him, a nd finds himself instead in an overseas 
copy of his native Tarascon. For writers like Segalen and Gide, Algeria is 
an exotic locale in which their own spiritual problems — like Janine’s— can 
be addressed and therapeutically treated. Scant attention is paid to the 
natives, whose purpose is routinely to provide transient thrills or opportuni- 
ties for exercises of will — not only Michel in VImmoraliste but also Malraux’s 
protagonist Perken in the Cambodian setting of La Voie royale. Differences in 
French representations of Algeria, whether they are the crude harem post- 
cards studied so memorably by Malek Alloula, 217 or the sophisticated an- 
thropological constructions unearthed by Fanny Colonna and Claude 
Brahimi, 218 or the impressive narrative structures of which Camus’s works 
furnish so important an example, can all be traced back to the geographical 
morte-main of French colonial practice. 

How deeply felt, consistently replenished, incorporated, and institution- 
alized an enterprise is French discourse we can further discover in early- 
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twentieth-century works of geography and colonial thought. Albert Sarraut’s 
Grandeur et servitude coloniales states no less a goal for colonialism than the 
biological unity of mankind, “la solidarity humaine.” Races incapable of 
utilizing their resources (e.g., natives in France’s overseas territories) are to 
be brought back to the human family; “c’est li pour le colonisateur, la 
contfe^pirtie formelle de~Ia~prise~denpossession; elle enl£ve a son acte le 
caract^re de spoliation; elle en fait une creation de droit humain” 219 (“Here, 
for the colonizer, is the formal counterpart of the act of possession; it 
removes front the act its character of plunder and makes it a creation of 
human law”). In his classic La Politique colonials et lepartage du terre aux XIXe 
et XXe siecles, Georges Hardy ventures to argue that the assimilation of 
colonies to France “a fait jaillir des sources d’inspiration et non seulement 
provoque l’apparition d’innombrables romans coloniaux, mais encore ouvert 
les esprits it la diversite des formes morales et mentales, incite les ecrivains 
a des genres inedits d’exploration psychologique” 220 (“caused inspiration to 
burst forth and not only led to the appearance of numerous colonial novels 
but also opened minds to the diversity of moral and mental forms, encourag- 
ing writers to adopt new modes of psychological exploration”). Hardy’s book 
was published in 1937; Rector of the Academy of Algiers, he was also honor- 
ary director of the Ecole Coloniale and, in his uncannily declarative phrases, 
an immediate forerunner of Camus. 

Camus’s novels and stories thus very precisely distill the traditions, idi- 
oms, and discursive strategies of France’s appropriation of Algeria. He gives 
its most exquisite articulation, its final evolution to this massive “structure 
of feeling.” But to discern this structure, we must consider C amus lsjwQr-ks- 
as .a metropolitan transfiguration of the colonial dilemma: they represent the 
colon writing for a French audience whose personal history is tied irrevoca- 
bly to this southern department oQ jaaeej-a. history taking piacelnywhere 
else is unintelligible. Yet the ceremonies of bonding with the territory — 
enacted by Meursault in Algiers, Tarrou and Rieux enfolded within the 
walls of Oran, Janine during a Saharan vigil — ironically stimulate queries in 
the reader about the need for such affirmations. When the violence of the 
French past is thus inadvertently recalled, these ceremonies become fore- 
shortened, highly compressed commemorations of survival, that of a com- 
munity with nowhere to go. 

Meursault’s predicament is more radical than the others’. For even if we 
assume that the falsely constituted law court (as Conor Cruise O’Brien 
rightly says, a most unlikely place to try a Frenchman for killing an Arab) 
has a continuing existence, Meursault himself understands the finality; at last 
he can experience relief and defiance together: “J’avais eu raison, j’avais 
encore raison, j’avais toujours raison. J’avais vecu de telle fa^on et j’aurais pu 
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vivre de telle autre. J’avais fait ceci et je n’avais pas fait cela. Je n’avais pas 
fait cette autre. Et apres? C’etait comme si j’avais attendu pendant tout le 
temps cette minute et cette petite aube ou je serais justifie.” 221 (“I had been 
right. I was again right, I was still right. I had lived like this and could have 
lived like that. I had done this and had not done that. I had not done that 
other thing. And so? It was as if I had all along been waiting for this moment 
and this daybreak when I would be vindicated.”) 

There^re-no-choices left here, no alternatives, no humane substitutes. 


tie colon emboc 


le or refusing 


a systematical] 


system. T he deeply conflicted strength of Meursault’s suicidal self-acknowl- 
edgement can have emerged only out of that specific history and in that 
specific community. At the end, he accepts what he is and yet also under- 
stands why his mother, confined to an old persons’ home, has decided to 
remarry: “elle avait joue & recommencer. ... Si pr£s de la mort, maman devait 
s’y sentir libre et prete a tout revivre.” 222 (“She had played at starting again. 
... So close to death, Mother had to feel free and ready to live everything 
again.”) We have done what we have done here, and so let us do it again. 
This tragically unsentimental obduracy turns into the unflinching human 
capacity for renewed generation and regeneration. Camus’s readers have 
imputed to L 'Etranger the universality of a liberated existential humanity 
facing cosmic indifference and human cruelty with impudent stoicism. 

To resituate L Etranger in the geographic al nexus from which its narrative 
t rajectory e m erges is to interpret it as a heightened form 'of 'hi]srririral 
experience. Like Orwell’s work and status in England, Camus’s plain style 
and unadorned reporting of social situations conceal rivetingly complex 
contradictions, contradictions unresolvable by rendering, as critics have 
done, his feelings ofJ ayal ty to French Algeria as a p arahle-^3f-the4m^n 
condition. This is what his social and literary reputation still depends o n. Yet 
because there was always the more difficult and challenging alternative of 
first judging, then refusing France’s territorial seizure and political sover- 
eignty, blocking as it did a compassionate, shared understanding of Algerian 
nationalism, Camus’s limitations seem unacceptably paralyzing. Counter- 
poised with the decolonizing literature of the time, whether French or 
Arab — Germaine Tillion, Kateb Yacine, Fanon, or Genet — Camus’s narra- 
tives have a negative vitality, in which the tragic human seriousness of the 
colonial effort HcKIevesTtS'last great clarification before ruin overtakes it. 
They express a waste and sadness we have still not completely understood 
or recovered from. 
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( VIII ) 

A Note on Modernism 


N oj^ion^jji^niorejri han any social system, has t otal hege mony over 
Its^domain. In studying cultural texts that happily co-existed with or 
lent support to the global enterprises of European and American empire, one 
is not indicting them wholesale or suggesting that they are less interesting 
as art for being in complex ways part of the imperialist undertaking. My 
account here speaks of largely unopposed and undeterred will to ov erseas 
do minion, not of a completely unopposed one. W e ought to bTimpressed with 
how, by the end of the nineteenth century, colonial lobbies in Europe, for 
instance, could whether by cabal or by popular support press the nation into 
more scrambling for land and more natives being compelled into imperial 
service, with little at home to stop or inhibit the process. Yet there are always 
resistances, however ineffective. Imperialism not only is a relationship of 
domination but also is committed to a specific ideology of expansion; as 
Seeley to his credit recognized, expansion was more than an inclination, “it 
is evidently the great fact of modern English history.” 223 Admiral Mahan in 
the United States and Leroy-Beaulieu in France made similar claims. And 
e xpansio n could oc cjir^with mch-Stmining. Je suits only because there was 
p ower— power military, economic, political, a nd cultural — enough for the 
task in Europe and America. ~ 

Once the basic fact of European and Western control over the non- 
Western world was taken as fact, as ine vita ble, much complex and, I would . 
add, a ntinomian cult ural discussion began to occur with noticeably g reater 
frequency. This did not immediately disturb the sense of sovereign perma- 
nence and irreversible presence, but it did lead to an extremely important 
mode of cultural practice in Western society, which played an interesting 
part in the development of anti-imperialist resistance in the colonies. 

Readers of Albert O. Hirschman’s The Passions and the Interests will recall 
that he describes the intellectual debate accompanying European economic 
expansion as proceeding from — and then consolidating — the argument that 
human passion should ^ give way to interests as a method for gov erning the 
wo 33 TW KeirtBis~afgument had triumphed, by the late eighteenth century, 
it became a target of opportunity for those Romantics who saw in an 
interest-centered world a symbol for the dull, uninteresting, and selfish 
situation they had inherited from prior generations. 224 
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Let us extend Hirschman’s method to the question of imperialism. By the 
late nineteenth century England’s empire was pre-eminent in the world and 
the cultural argument for empire was triumphing. The e mpire was a r eal 
thing , a fter all, and, as Seeley told his audience, “We in Europe ... are pretty 
well agreed that the treasure of truth which forms the nucleus of the 
civilization of the WeiFTs inccmiMfaHvlnore sterling not only than the 
Brahmanic mysticism with which it has to contend, but even than the Roman 
enlightenment which the old Empire transmitted to the nations of 
Europe.” 225 

At the center of this remarkably confident statement are two somewhat 
recalcitrant realities that Seeley deftly incorporates and also dismisses: one 
is the contending native (the Brahmanic mystic himself), the second is the 
ex istenc^ofotherem pifes, past as well as present. In both, Seeley allusively 
records tTie^paradoxical consequt^^ triumphs and then 

passes on to other subjects. For once imperialism, like the doctrine of 
interests, had become the settled norm in political ideas about Europe’s 
world-wide destiny, then, ironically, th e allure of its opponents, the i ntransi- 
gence of its subjugated classes, the resistance to its irr esistible sway were 
clarified and heightened. Seeley deals with these matters as a realistj'not aS 
a poet who might wish to make of the one a noble or romantic presence, or 
of the other a base and immoral competitor. Nor does he attempt a revision- 
ist account in the manner of Hobson (whose book on imperialism is a 
dissenting counterpart). 

Let me now jump abruptly back to the realistic novel with which I have 
been much concerned in this chapter. Its central theme by the late nine- 
teenth century was d isenchantment, or what Lukacs called ironic disillusion. 
Tra gically or sometimes comically blocked protagonists ar e brusqiiely"and 
o ften rudely awakened by the novel’s action to the discrepancy betweeri 
ttig ir illusory expectations and the social realitiesT Har^ 

Eliot’s Dorothea, Flaubert’s Fr6d6ric, Zola’s Nana, Butler’s Ernest, James’s 
Isabel, Gissing’s Reardon, Meredith’s Feverel — the list is very long. Into this 
narrative of loss and disablement is gradually interjected an alternative -— not 
only the novel of frank exoticism and confident empire, but travel narratives, 
works of colonial exploration and scholarship, memoirs, experience and 
expertise. In Dr. Livingstone’s personal narratives and Haggard’s She, Kip- 
ling’s Raj, Loti’s Le Roman d’un Spahi, and most ofjules Verne’s adventures, 
we discern a new narrative progression and triumphalism . Almost without 
exception these narratives, and literally hundreds like them based on the 
exhilaration and interest of adventure in the colonial world, far from casting 
doubt on the imperial undertaking, serve to cojnfi rm and celebrate it s suc- 
cess. Explor ers find what t h ey are looking for, adventurers return home safe 
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and wealthier, and even the chastened Kim is drafted into the Great Game. 

As against this optimism, affirmation, and serene confidence, Conrad’s 
narratives— to which I have so often referred because more than anyone 
else he tackled the subtle cultural reinforcements and manifestations of 
empire — rad iate an extreme, u nsettli ng anxiety: they react to the triump h 
nff-mpire thg -way Hirschman says that romantics responded to the tri - 
umph of an interest- c entered view of the world. Conrad’s tales and novels 
in one sense reproduce the aggressive contours of the high imperialist under- 
taking, but in another sense t hey are in f ected with the easily recognizable. 
i ronic awareness of the p ost-realist modernist sensibility. Conrad, Forster, 
Malraux, T. E. Lawrence~take narrative from the triumphalist experience 
of imperialism into the extremes of self-consciousness, discontinuity, self- 
referentiality, and corrosive irony, whose formal patterns we have come to 
recognize as the hall marks of modernist culture, a culture that also embraces 
the major work of Joyce, T7S. EITot, Proust," Mann, and Yeats. I would like 
to suggest that many o Lthe-most-pt ominent characteristics of modernis t 
c ulture, which we have tended to derive from purely internal dynamics in 
Western society and culture, include a response to the external pressures o n 
culture from the imperium. Certainly this is true of Conrad’s entire oeuvre, and 
it is also true of Forster’s, T. E. Lawrence’s, Malraux’s; in different ways, the 
impingements of empire on an Irish sensibility are registered in Yeats and 
Joyce, those on American expatriates in the work of Eliot and Pound. 

In(Mlrm^ great fable of the al liance between creativin z_a nd disease — 
Death ItTfenice — the plague that infects Europe is Asiatic in origin; the 
combmanSrFtif dread and promise, of degeneration and desire, so effectively 
rendered by Aschenbach’s psychology is Mann’s way of suggesting, I be- 
lieve, that Europ e, its art, mind, monuments, is n o longer invulnerable, no 
longer able to ignoreits ties, J.Q_ its overseas domamsT Smularly Joyce, for 
whomtKe Irish nationalist and intellectual Stephen Dedalus is ironically 
fortified not by Irish Catholic comrades but by the wandering Tew Leopold 
Bloom, whose exoti cism and cosmopolitan sk ills undercut the morbid so- 
lemnity^FSfepIien’s rebellion. Like the fascinating inverts of Proust’s novel, 
BloomlesTifiesTdX pgw presence within Eur ope, a presence rather strikingly 
described in terms unmistakably taken from the exotic annals of overseas 


na tive and the fact of other empires. A long with “the old men” who ruin and 
hijackhis great adventure, Lawrence’s Arabs in The Seven Pillars of Wisdom 
require his sad and dissatisfied acknowledgement, just as imperial France 
and Turkey do; in A Passage to India, it is For ster’s great achievement to sh ow 
with remarkable precision (a nd discomfort) how th e moral drama of con- 
t emporary Indian mysticism a nd nationalism — Godbole and Aziz — unfolds 
ag ainst, the older clash between the British„an d .Mogiri~er^^ 

L 'Inde ( sans les Anglais) we read a travel narrative based on a journey across 
India in which the ruling English are deliberately, even spitefully, not once 
mentioned, 226 as if to suggest that o nly the natives are to be se en, whereas 
of course India was an exclusively British (and certainly not a French) 
possession. 

I venture the suggestion that when European culture finally began to take 
due account o f imperial “delusions and discoverie s” — in Benita Parry’s fine 
phrase for the Anglo-Indian cultural encounter 227 — it did so not opposition- 
ally but ironically, and with a desperate attempt at a new inclusiveness. It 
was as if having for centuries comprehended empire as a fact of national 
destiny to be either taken for granted or celebrated, consolidated, and 
enhanced, members of the dominant Eu rQpeaa.cukut.e s now b egan to lo ok 
abroa d with the skepticism and confus ion of people surprised, perhaps even 
shock e d by what they saw. Cultural texts inipOT^ 

in ways that very clearly bear the mark of the imperial enterprise, of 
explorers and ethnographers, geologists and geographers, merchants and 
soldiers. At first they stimulated the interest of European audiences; by the 
beginning of the twentieth century, they were used to conve y an ironic sense 
of how vulnerable Europe was, and how — in Conrad’s great phrase — “this 
also has been one of the dark places on the earth.” 

To deal with this, a new encyclopedic form became necessary, one that 
hadthree d istinctive featuresTFIrit wasaclrcul^^^ 

a nd open at the same time : Ulysses, Heart of Darkness, A la recherche, The Waste 
Land, Cantos, To the Lighthouse. Second was a novel ty based almost e ntirely 
on the reformulation of old, even outdated fragments drawn self-consciously 
from disparate locations, sources, cultures: th e hallmark of modernist form 
is the strange juxtaposition of comic and tragic, high and low, commonplace 
and exotic, familiar and alien whose most ingenious resolution is Joyce’s 
fusing of the Odyssey with the Wandering Jew, advertising and Virgil (or 
Dante), perfect symmetry and the salesman’s catalogue. Third is the irony 
of a form that draws attention to itself as substituting art and its creations for 
-th fi once-possible synthesis of the world empires. When you can noToniger 
assume that Britannia will rule the waves forever, you have to reconceive 


discovery, conquest, vision. Only now instead of being out there, they are here . a,., 
as troubling as the primitive rhythms of the Sacre du printemps or the African 
icons in Picasso’s art. 

The formal dislocations and displacements in modernist culture, and most 
strikingly its pervasive irony, are influenced by precisely those two disturb- 
ing factors Seeley mentions as a consequence of imperialism: the contending 
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re ality as something that can be held together b y you the artist, in history 
rather than..in geography. Spatiality becomes, ironically, the characteristic of 
an aesthetic rather than of political domination, as more and more regions — - 
from India to Africa to the Caribbean — challenge the classical empires and 
their cultures. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


RESISTANCE AND 
OPPOSITION 

lie moi de tes vastes bras k l’argile lumineuse 

Aim 6 C 6s aire, Cabier d'un retour au pays natal 


There Are Two Sides 


A standard topic in the history of ideas and the study of cultures is that 
constellation of relationships that can be collected under the general 
heading of{ $nfluence? N began this book by invoking Eliot’s famous essa y 
r ^ e Individual T algat” as a way of introducing'the matter of 
influence in its most basic, even abstract form: the connection between the 
present and the pastness (or not) of the past, a connection which as Eliot 
discusses it includes the re lationship between an individua l writer and the 
tradition of which hejaiish e is a par t I suggested that studying the relation- 
ship between the “West” and its dominated cultural “others” is not just a 
way of understanding an unequal relationship between unequal interlocu- 
tors, but also a ppoint of entry into s tudvingj the formation and meaning n f 
Western cultur al practices themselves. A nd the persistent disparity in power 
between the West and non- West must be taken into account if we are 
accurately to understand cu ltural forms like that of the novel, of ethno- 
graphic and historical discourse, certain kinds of poetry and opera, where 
allHsioast o aind structures based on this disparity abound. I went on to argue 
that when supposedly otherwise neutral departments of culture like litera- 
ture and critical theory converge upon the weaker or subordinate culture 
and interpret it with ideas of unchanging non-European and European 
essences, narratives about geographical possession, and images of legitimacy 
and redemption, the striking consequence has been to disguise the power 
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situation _and to conceal how much the experience of the stronger party 
ove rlap 5 wi^ ^M,^tr angely7depend7on~tHe^weaker . 

An instance of this is found in Gide’s L 'Immoraliste (1902), usually read as 
the story of a man who comes to terms with his eccentric sexuality by 
allowing it to strip him not only of his wife, Marceline, and career, but 
paradoxically of his will. Michel is a philologist whose academic research 
into Europe’s barbarian past reveals to him his own suppressed instincts 
longings, proclivities. As with Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, the setdng is 
rep resentative of an ex otic lo cale at or just bevond the boundaries of Europe 
a major locale for the action of L ‘Immoraliste is French Algeria, a place of 
deserts, languorous oases, amoral native boys and girls. Michel’s Nietzchean 
mentor, Menalque, is straightforwardly described as a colonial offici al, and 
although he is straight out of an imperial world recognizable to readers of 
T. E. Lawrence or Malraux, his sybaritic and epicurean presence is quite 
Gidean. Menalque (more than Michel) derives knowledge and also pleasure 
from his life of “obscure expeditions,” sensual indulgence, and anti-domestic 
freedom. “La vie, le moindre geste de Menalque,” reflects Michel, as he 
compares his course of academic lectures with the flamboyant imperialist, 
n etait-il pas plus eloquent mille fois que mon cours?” 1 

What first connects the two men, however, is neither ideas nor life 
histories butiheconf^Qn^Moktiiva .native boy i n. B iskra (to which Gide 
returned in book after book), wjio jtells Menalque how he watched Miche l 

M jaiceline ls. scissors . The homosexual 
complicity among the three is an unmistakably hierarchical relationship: 
Moktir, the African boy, gives a surreptitious thrill to Michel, his employer, 
which in turn is a step along the way to his self-knowledge, in which 
Menalque s superior insights guide him, What Moktir thinks o r feels (which 
seems congenitally, if not also racially, mischievous) is far less important 
thgn what Michel and Menalque make of-the exp e ri e nr f.G i H p pyplTrirly 
connects Michel s self-knowledge with his experiences of Algeria, which are 
causally related to the death of his wife, his intellectual reorientation, and 
his final, rather pathetic bisexual forlornness. 

Speaking of French North Africa — it is Tunisia he has in mind — Michel 
offers the following aper<;us: 


This land of pleasur e satisfies without c alming desire; indeed, every 
satisfaction merely exalts it. 

A land liberate d from works of art. I despise those who can acknowl- 
edge beauty only when it’s already transcribed, interpreted. One thing 
admirable aboutj he-Arabs: they live their art , they sing and scatter it 
from day to day; they don’t cling to it, they don’t enbalm it in works. 
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Which is the cause and the effect of the absence of great artists Just 

aS I was returning to the hotel, I remembered a group of Arabs I had 
noticed lying in the open air on the mats of a little caf6. 1 went and slept 
among them. I returned covered with vermin. 2 


The people of Africa, and especially those Arabs, a re just there: they have 
no„accumulating an or history that is sedim ented into works. Were it not for 
the European observer who attests to its existence, it woulif not matter. To 
be among those people is pleasurable, but one needs to accept its risks (the 
vermin, for example). 

Llmmoraliste has an additionally problematic dimension in that its first- 
person narration — Michel tells his own story — heavily depends on a num- 
ber o f inclusio ns_h£Lmakes: through him come the Nonh Africans, come his 
wife and Menalque. Michel is a prosperous Normandy landowner, a scholar, 
and a Protestant — suggesting that Gide intends multiple sides of personal- 
ity, able to negotiate the travails of both selfhood and worldliness. All of 
these aspects in the final analysis depend on what Michel discovers about 
himself in Africa, yet his self-discovery is limited by transitoriness and 
transparency, and unvalued. O pce again, the narrative has a “structure of 
attitude and jeference.” that.entitles the European au t horia l subie ctlo hold 
on to an overseas t er r itory, deri ve b en efits from it, depend on it, but ulti- 
mately ref use it au tonoant-or independence. 

— - — — — — — — — j m m 

Gide is a special case — treating in his North African works relatively 
restricted material: Isla mic, Arab, homo sexual. But although the instance of 
a highly individualistic artist, Gide’s relationship to Africa belongs to a 
larger formation of European attitudes and practices toward the continent, 
out of which emerged what late-twentieth-century critics have called Afri- 
canism, or Africanist discourse, a systematic language for dealing with and 
s tudying Africa for the W est .J Conceptions of primitivism are associated 
with it, as well as concepts deriving a special epistemological privilege from 
the African provenance, such as tribalism, vitalism, originality. We can see 
these obligingly serviceable concepts at work i n Conrad and I sak Dinesen, 
as well as, later, in the audacious scholarship of Leo Frobenius, thiTGefmiSn 
anthropologist who claimed to have discovered the perfect order of the 
African system, and Placide Tempels, the Belgian missionary whose book 
Bantu Philosophy proposed an essentialist (and reductive) vitality at the heart 
of African philosophy. So productive and adaptable was this notion of 
African identity that it could be used by Western missionaries, then an- 
thropologists, then Marxist historians, then, antagonistically, even liberatio n 
movements, as V. Y. Mudimbe has shown in his remarkable The Invention of 
Africa (198SJ, "the history of what he calls an African gnosis.* 
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I he general cultural situation obtaining between the West and its over 

seas imperium until the modern period, especially the period around World 
War One, conformed to this kind of pattern. Since my enormous topic can 
best be dealt with at this stage by alternating .gengraLwith,ye ry specific a n" 

isjalstoch jheTnteracting experience rh^ 
The study of the relationship 
between culture and imperialism at this quite early stage of development 
needs neither simple chronological nor simple anecdotal narrative (a fair 
number of these already exist in separate fields), but an attempt at a global- 
jge d (not t otal)_dggc ription. A nd of course any stuHjToTtEFTonnecfion' 
between culture and empire is itself an integral part of the topic, pan of what 

George Eliot in another connection called the same embroiled medium 

rather than a discourse written from a distant, and disengaged perspective 
The emergence of almost a hundred new decolnniypH pnsr-rnlnnial 

r is not a neutral fact, but one to which, in discussions of it, scholars 
historians, activists have been either for or against. 

Exactly as in its triumphant period imperialism tended to license only a 
cultural discourse that was formulated from within it, today post-imperial- 
ism has permitted mainly a cultural discourse of susp icion on the part of 
formerly colonized peoples, and of theoretical avoidance at most on the part 
of metropolitan intellectuals. I find myself caught between the two, as many 
of us are who were brought up during the period when the classical colonial 
empires were dismantled. We belong to the period both of colonialism and 
of resistance to it; yet we also belong to a period of .surpassing rhpnrgiical 
-ela boration, of the universalizing techniques of deconstruction, structural- 
ism, and Lukacsian and Althusserian Marxism. My homemade resolution of 
the antitheses between involvement and theory has been a broad perspective 
from which one could view both culture and imperialism and from which 
the large historical dialectic between one and the other might be observed 
even though its myriad details cannot be except occasionally. I shall proceed 
on the assumption that whereas the whole of a culture is a disjunct one, 
man y important sect ors_ofitjM^be apprfihe nde(ras working fontra punidlPi — - 
-to gether . 

Here I am especially concerned with the extraordinary, almost Coperni- 
can change in the relationship between Western culture and the empire 
during the early years of this century. It is useful to see this change as similar 
in scope and significance to two earlier ones: the rediscovery of Greece 
during the humanistic period of the European Renaissance; and the “Orien- 
tal Renaissance so called by its great modern historian Raymond 
Schwab s from the late eighteenth to the middle nineteenth century, when 
the cultural riches of India, China, Japan, Persia, and Islam were firmly 
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deposited at the heart of European culture. The second, what Schwab calls 
Europ e's magnificent appropriation of the Orie nt — the discoveries of San- 
skrit by German and French grammarians, of the great Indian national epics 
by English, German, and French poets and artists, of Persian imagery and 
Sufi philosophy by many European and even American thinkers from Goe- 
the to Emerson — was qnfi_QfjjhejnQSUplg ,ndid episodes in the history of the 
human adventure, and a subject sufficie nt unt o itself. 

Themissing dimension mSchwab’s narrative is the political one, much 
sadder and less edifying than the cultural one. As I have arguecTin Orie ntal- 
ism, jhgJagLgffggLQiiiailn^ partners conscious of in - 

The Greek classics served the Italian, 
French, and English humanists without the troublesome interposition of 
actual Greeks. Texts by dead people were read, appreciated, and appro- 
priated by people who imagined an ideal commonwealth. This is one reason 
that scholars rarely speak suspiciously or disparagingly of the Renaissance. 
In modern times, however, t hinking about cultural exchange involve think- 
i ng about domination and forcible appropriation: someo ne loses, someone 
gains^ Today, for example, discussions of American history^rel^Teasingiy 
interrogations of that history for what it did to native peoples, immigrant 
populations, oppressed minorities. 

But only recently have Westerners become aware that what they have to 
say about the history and the cultures of “subordinate” peoples is challenge- 
ablg_by_the_pespl£jhemselves, people who a few years back were simply 
incorporated, culture, land, history, and all, into the great Western empires, 
and their disciplinary discourses. (This is not to denigrate the accomplish- 
ments of many Western scholars, historians, artists, philosophers, musicians, 
and missionaries, whose corporate and individual efforts in making known 
the world beyond Europe are a stunning achievement.) 

An immense wave of anti-colonial and ultimately anti-imperial activity, 
thought, and revision has overtaken the massive edifice of Western empire, 
challenging it, to use Gramsci’s vivid metaphor, in a mutual siege. For the 
first time Westerners have been required to confront themselves not simply 
as the Raj but as representatives of a culture and even of races accused of 
.c rimes — crimes of violen ce, c rimes of Suppressio n, crimes of conscience! 
“Today,” says Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth (i96i),“Ae?h^rrd' World 
. . . faces Europe like a colossal mass whose aim should be to try to resolve 
the problems to which Europe has not been able to find the answers.” 6 Such 
accusations had of course been made before, even by such intrepid Euro- 
peans as Samuel Johnson and W. S. Blunt. Right across the non-European 
world there had been e^rlieuxoloni al upri sings, from the San Domingo 
revolution and the Abdul Kader insurrection to the 1857 Rebellion, the Orabi 
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Revolt, and the Boxer Rebellion. There had been reprisals, changes of 
regime, causes celebres, debates, reforms, and reappraisals. All along, though, 
t he empires increased in size and profi t.- The new situation was a sustained 
confrontation of, and systematic resistance to, the Empire as West. Long- 
simmering resentments against the white man from the Pacific to the Atlan- 
tic sprang into fully fledged independence movements. Pan-African and 
Pan-Asian militants emerged who could not be stopped. 

The militant groups between the two world wars were not clearly or 
completely afiti-West Some believed that relief from colonialism could 
come by working with Ch ristianity: o thers beligved that westernization was 
the solution~ In Africathese between-the-wars efforts were represented, 
according to Basil Davidson, by such people as Herbert Macaulay, Leopold 
Senghor, J. H. Casely Hayford, Samuel Ahuma; 7 in the Arab world during 
this period Saad Zaghloul, Nuri as-Said, Bishara al-Khoury were counter- 
parts. Even later revolutionary leaders — Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam, for 
example — originally, held the view that aspects of Western culture could be 


essays, then resistan c e b eg an t o feel systematic too. 8 Someone like Sartre 
could say, in the opening sentences of his preface to Fanon’s The Wretched 
of the Earth (1961), that the world was really two warring factions “five 
hundred million men and one thousand five hundred million natives. Th&,. 
f ormer had the Word ; the others had the use of it. . . . In the colonies the truth 
stood naked, but the citizens of the mother country preferred it with clothes 
on.” 9 Davidson puts the case for the new African response with his usual 
eloquent perspicacity: 

History ... is not a calculating machine. It unfolds in the mind and the 
imagination and takes body in the multifarious responses of a people’s 
culture itself the infinitely subtle mediation of material realities, of 
underpinning economic facts, of gritty objectivities. African cultural 
responses after 1945 were as varied as one might expect from so many 
peoples and perceived interests. But they were above all inspired by a 
vivid hope of change, s carcely present before, certainly never before 
felt with any such intensity or wide appeal; and they were spoken by 
men and wome n whose hearts b eat to a brave music. These were the 
responses that moved African history into a new course. 10 


The sense for Europeans of a tremendous and disorienting change in 
perspective in the West-non-West relationship was entirely new, experi- 
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enced neither in the European Renaissance nor in the “discovery” of the 
Orient three centuries later. Think of the differences between Poliziano’s 
recovery and editing of Greek classics in the 1460s, or Bopp and Schlegel 
reading Sanskrit grammarians in the 1810s, and a French political theorist or 
Orientalist reading Fanon during the Algerian War in 1961, or Cesaire’s 
Discours sur le colonialisme when it appeared in 1955 just after the French 
defeat at Dien Bien Phu. Not only is this last unfortunate fellow addressed 
by nativ esjyhile-his-arg iy is engaged by them raymirfrefT^s 
were, b ut he is reading a text in the language of Bossuet and Chate aubriand. 
using_conc^its_ofH^el, M arx, and F reud to incriminate the very civili za- 
tion produci n g alL o E rh e mJEanon goes still further when he reverses the 
Tutherto accepted paradigm by which Europe gave the colonies their moder- 
nity and argues instead that not only were “the well-being and the progress 
of Europe . . . built up with the sweat and the dead bodies of Negroes, Arabs, 
Indians, and the yellow races” 11 but “gujop e is literaTlv/the creation of t he 
Third World,” 12 a charge to be made again and^un by Walter Rodney, 
Chinweizu, and others. Concluding this preposterous reordering of things, 
we find Sartre echoing Fanon (instead of the other way around) when he 
says, “There is nothing more consistent than a r acist hu manism, since the 
European has only been able to become a man through ^creatmgslaves and 
monsters.” 13 

World War One did nothing to lessen the Western hold on colonial 
territories, because the West needed those territories to furnish Europe with 
manpower and resources for a war of little direct concern for Africans and 
Asians. 14 Ye t the processes that resulted in independence after Worl d War 
Two were already under wa v. The question of^dafing. the resistance to 
imperialism in subject territories is crucial to both sides in how imperialism 
is seen. For the successful nationalist parties that led the struggle against the 
European powers, legitimacy and cultural primacy depend on their asserting 
an uubrokenja3ittinukvJeadinc-ta _the first warriors who stood against t he 
intrusive white man. Thus the Algerian National Liberation Front which 
inaugurated its insurrection against France in 1954 traced its ancestry to the 
Emir Abdel Kader, who fought the French occupation during the 1830s and 
1840s. In Guinea and Mali resistance against the French is traced back 
generations to Samory and Hajji Omar. 15 B ut only occasionall y did scrihes 
of-£nipjie-Xec Qgnize t he validity of these re sistances; as we saw in our 
discussion of Kipling, numerous attenuating rationalizations of the native 
presence (“they” were really happy until roused by troublemakers, for 
example) were preferred to the rather more simple reason for dissatisfaction, 
that the natives wished for relief from the European presence in their land. 

The debate continues until today among historians in Europe and the 
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United States. Were those early “prophets of rebellion,” as Michael Adas has 
called them, backwa rd-looking, romantic, a nd unreaHsricpeople who acted 
neg atively ag ainst the “modernizing” Europe ans, 16 or are we to take seri- 
o usly the statement sliif^^ example, Julius Nyerere and 

Nelson Mandela — asjojhe_cantinuing^ jfignifi^ 

doomed efforts? T erence Ranger has shown that these are matters not simply 
of academic speculation, but of urgent political moment. Many of the resis- 
tance movements, for instance, “shaped the environment in which later 
politics developed; . . . resistance had profound effects upon white policies 
and attitudes; . . . during the course of the resistances, or some of them, types 
of political organization or inspiration emerged which looked in important 
ways to the future; which in some cases are directly and in others indirectly 
linked with later manifestations of African opposition [to European imperi- 
alism].” 17 Ranger demonstrates that the intellectual and moral battle ov er 


tqe continuity a nd coherence or pat 
on fordozens of years 1 _andJkcamfij 


ance to imperialism went 
,rt of the imperial experi- 


ence. If, as an African or Arab, you choose to remember the Ndebele-Shona 
and Orabi uprisings of 1896-97 and 1882, respectively, you honor nationalist 
leaderships whose failures enabled later success; it is likely that Europeans 
will interpret these uprisings more disparagingly, as the work of cliques, or 
of crazy millenarians, and so forth. 

Then, stunningly, bv a nd large the entire world was de c olonized afte r 
World War Two. Grimal’s study includes a map of the British empire at its 
height: it is compelling evidence both of how vast its possessions were and 
of how more or less completely it lost them in a matter of years after war’s 
end in 1945. John Strachey’s well-known book The End of Empire (1959), 
commemorates the loss definitively. From London, British statesmen, sol- 
diers, merchants, scholars, educators, missionaries, bureaucrats, and spies 
had decisive responsibility for Australia, New Zealand, Hong Kong, New 
Guinea, Ceylon, Malaya, all of the Asian subcontinent, most of the x Middle 
East, all of East Africa from Egypt to South Africa, a big chunk of Central 
West Africa (including Nigeria), Guiana, some of the Caribbean islands, 
Ireland, and Canada. 

Decidedly smaller than Britain’s, France’s empire comprised a mass of 
islands in the Pacific and Indian oceans as well as the Caribbean (Madagas- 
car, New Caledonia, Tahiti, Guadeloupe, etc.), Guiana, and all of Indochina 
(Annan, Cambodia, Cochin China, Laos, and Tonkin); in Africa, France 
seriously vied with Britain for supremacy — most of the western half of the 
continent from the Mediterranean to the Equator was in French hands, as 
well as French Somaliland. In addition, there were Syria and Lebanon, 
which, like so many of France’s African and Asian colonies, encroached on 
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British routes and territories. Lord Cromer, one of the most famously re- 
doubtable of British imperial proconsuls (as he once rather haughtily put it, 
“WedQjQOtjrovern Egypt, we only govern the governors ofF.Pvnr"V 18 who 


“we qqja ot gov e rn ngypt, we only govern the governors of Egypt”!. 18 who 
had distinguished service in India before he ruled Egypt almost single- 
handedly between 1883 and 1907, often spoke irritatedly of the “flighty” 
French influence in British colonies. 

For these immense territories (and those of Belgium, Holland, Spain, 
Portugal, Germany) the metropolitan Western cultures devised huge invest- 
ments and strategies. Very f ew people i n Britain or F rance seemed to think 
tha t anything would change. I have tried to show that mosTcuIturaTforma- 
aons presumed the permanent primacy of the imperial power. Still, an 
alternative view to imperialism arose, persisted, and eventually prevailed. 

By 1950 Indonesia had won its freedom from Holland. In 1947 Britain 
handed over India to the Congress Party, and Pakistan immediately split off, 
guided by Jinnah’s Muslim League. Malaysia, Ceylon, and Burma became 
independent, as did the nations of “French” Southeast Asia. All through East, 
West, and North Africa, British, French, and Belgian occupations were 
terminated, sometimes (as in Algeria) with enormous losses of life and 
property. Forty-nine new African states came into existence by 1990. But 
none of these struggles took place in a vacuum. As Grimal points out, the 
internationalized relationship between colonizer and colonized was spurred 
by global forces — churches, the United Nations, Marxism, the Soviet Union 
and the United States. The anti-imperial struggle, as so many Pan-African, 
Pan-Arab, Pan-Asian congresses testified, was universalized, ap d the ri ft: 
be tween Western (white, European, advanced) and non-Western /co lored. 
native, underdeveloped) cultures and peoples w a s dramatize d. 

Because this redrawing of the world’s map was so (prance, we have lost 
(and perhaps have been encouraged to lose) an accurate historical, let alone 
moral sense that even in the contentiousness of struggle, imperialism and its 
opponents fo ught over the s ame_te£ram, contestetLthe.ii am£. history Cer- 
tainly they overlapped where French-educated Algerians or Vietnamese, 
British-educated East or West Indians, Arabs, and Africans confronted their 
imperial masters. Opposition to empire in London and Paris was affected by 
resistance offered in Delhi and Algiers. Although i f was nnr rbp 0 f 

s ame with same (a standard i mperialist misrepresentation has it that exclu- 
sively Western ideas of freedom led the fight against colonial rule; which 
mischievously overlooks the reserves in Indian and Arab culture that always 
resisted imperialism, and claims the fight against imperialism as one of 
imperialism’s major triumphs), opponent s on the same c ultural gr o und, had 
fa scinating encounter s.-W ithout metropolitan doubts and opposition, the 
characters, idiom, and very structure of native resistance to imperialism 
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would have been different. Here, too, c ulture is in advance of politics 

This overlapping is not a small or negligible point. Just as culture may 
predispose and actively prepare one society for the overseas domination of 
another, it may also prepare that society to relinquish or modify the idea of 
overseas domination. These changes cannot occur without the willingness of 
men and women to resist the pressures of colonial rule, to take up arms, to 
project ideas of liberation, and to imagine ( as Benedict Anderson has it) a 
new nati o na lxcarunu nitv. to take d ilJnaLplSng^^organ they occur unlp«~ 
either economic or political exhaustion with empire sets in at home, unless 
the idea of empire and the cost of colonial rule are challenged publicly, 
unless the representations of imperialism begin to lose their justification and 
legitimacy, and, finally, un less the rebellious “natives” impress upon t he 
metropolitan culture the independence and integrity of th eir own culture, 
^free_£xim-€eleBial-encrotachment. But having noted all these prerequisites, 
we should acknowledge that, at both ends of the redrawn map, op position 
and resistanc e to imperialism are articulated tog et her on a large ly c ommon 
although disputed terrain, provided bv culture. 


What are the cultural grounds on which both natives and liberal Euro- 
peans lived and understood each other? How much could they grant each 
other? How, within the circle of imperial domination, could they deal with 
each other before radical change occurred? Consider first E. M. Forster’s A 
Passage to India, a novel that surely expresses the author’s affection (some- 
times petulant and mystified) for the place. I have always felt that the most 
interesting thing about A Passage to India is Fo rster’s using India to represe nt 


at according to 


form cannot in fact 


and-so ci al form s, M rs. Moore especially and Fielding too are clearly meant 
to be understood as Europeans who go beyond the anthropomorphic norm 
in remaining in that (to them) terrifying new element — in Fielding’s case, 
experiencing India’s complexity but then returning to familiar humanism 
(following the trial he comes home through Suez and Italy to England, after 
having had a shattering presentiment of w hat Ind ia could do to one’s sense 
of time and place):" " 

But FoFsteris'tocf scrupulous an observer of the reality that contains him 
to leave it at that. The novel returns to a traditional sense of social propriety 
in its last section, where the author deliberately and affirmatively imports 
into India the habitual novelistic domestic resolution (marriage and prop- 
erty): Fielding marries Mrs. Moore’s daughter. Yet he and Aziz — a Muslim 
nationalist — ride together and remain apart: “ ‘T hejTdidifrwafitit^they^said 
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in their hundred voices, ‘No, not yet,’ and the sky said, ‘No, not here.’ ” 
There is resolution and union, but neither is complete . 19 

If present-day India is neither the place nor the time (Forster’s directions 
are careful) for identity, convergence, merger, then for what? The novel 
indicates that t he pol mcaLorigms-oft his issue lie in the British presence, yet 
j palso allow spnejo expe.rience.vari ous aspects of this impasse wi th a feeling 
rha t the political conflict will simply be re solved in the future. Godbole’s and 
"Aziz’s diametrically different resistances to empire are acknowledged — Aziz 
the Muslim nationalist, Godbole the almost surrealistic Hindu — and so is 
Fielding’s inherent opposition, though he cannot put his objections to the 
iniquities of British rule in political or philosophical terms, and only makes 
local objections to local abuses. Benita Parry’s interesting argument in Delu- 
sions and Discoveries that Forster resolves the novel positively hinges on 
“ evanescent hints” given by Forster despite “the total text”: 20 it is more exact 
to say that he intended the gulf between India and Britain to stand, but 
allowed interm Sentl Eo^^ we are 

entitled to associate the Indian animosity against British rule that is dis- 
played during Aziz’s trial with the emergence of a visible Indian resistance, 
which Fielding comes reluctantly to perceive in Aziz, one of whose national- 
ist models is Japan. The British club members whose snubs force Fielding 
to resign are ner vous an d downright nasty, and they consider Aziz’s infrac- 
tion to be such that any sign of “weakness” is an attack on British rule itself: 
these too are indications of a hopeless atmosphere. 

Almost by virtue of its liberaI7huinane' espousal of Fielding’s views and 
attitudes, AJ’ assaee to India is at a l oss^ partly because Forster’s commitm ent 
to jthe novel form exposes him t o difficulties in India he cannot deal with. 
Like.. Co nrad’s Africa/F^ter’s IndianFTTocaIe~frequ entry described as 
u napprehendable and too lar ge. Once, when Ronny and Adela are together 
earlym the novel, they watch a bird disappear into a tree, yet they cannot 
identify it since, as Forster adds for their benefit and ours, “nothing in India 
is identifiable, the mere asking of a question causes it to disappear or to 
merge in something else.” 21 The crux of the novel is the refore the sustained 
en counter be tween the English colonials — “well-developed bodies, fairly 
developed minds, and^onHevekiped hearts” — and India. 

"As Ad^"apj5Fo¥ches The Marabar C a ves, she~nbtes that the train’s 
“pomper, pomper,” which accompanied her musing, had a message she 
could not fathom. 


How could the mind take hold of such a country? Generations of 
invaders have tried, but they remain in exile. The important towns they 
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narrative with a Britisher, Fielding, who can understand only that India is 
too vast and baffling, and that a Muslim like Aziz can be befriended only up 
to a point, since h,is-.antagonism,to colonialis m is so unacceptably sill y. The 
sense that India and Britain are opposed nations (though their positions 
overlap), is played down, muffled, frittered away. 

These are the prerogatives of a novel that deals with personal, not official 
or national, histories. Kipling, in contrast, directly acknowledged the politi- 
cal r eality as more than a source of n ovelistic irony, however threatened, 
tragic, or violent the history of Britain in India may have been for him. 
Indi ans are a various lot, they need to be known and understood, Briti sh 
p oweFFas to rec kon- w i th In d ians in In dig;. Such are Kipling’s coordinates, 
politically speaking. Forster is evasive and more patronizing; there is truth 
to Parry’s comment that “A Passage to India is the triumphant expression of 
the British imagination exploring India,” 29 but it is also true that Forster’s 
India is so affectionately personal and so remorselessly metaphysical that his 
view of Indians as a nation contending for sovereignty with Britain is not 
politically very serious, or even respectful. Consider the following: 

Hamidullah had called in on his way to a worrying committee of 
notables, nationalist in tendency, where Hindus, Moslems, two Sikhs, 
two Parsis, a Jain, and Native Christian tried to like one another more 
than came natural to them. As long as someone abused the English, all 
went well, but nothing constructive had been achieved, and if the 
English were to leave India, the committee would vanish also. He was 
glad that Aziz, whom he loved and whose family was connected with 
his own, took no interest in politics, which ruin the character and 
career, yet nothing can be achieved without them. He thought of 
Cambridge — sadly, as of another poem that had ended. How happy he 
had been there, twenty years ago! Politics had not mattered in Mr. and 
Mrs. Bannister’s rectory. There, games, work, and pleasant society had 
interwoven, and appeared to be sufficient substructure for a national 
life. Here all was wire-pulling and fear. 30 


This registers a c hange in politica l climatg 


Bannister rectot 


S CT ljent nat jojiaksiBi But Forster sees Indians with imperial eyes when he 
says that it is natural” for sects to dislike one another or when he dismisses 
the power of nationalist committees to last beyond the English presence, or 
when nationalism, humdrum and modest though it may have been, is only 
wire-pulling and fear. ’ His presumption is that be can get past the puerile 
nationalist put-ons to the essential India; when it comes to ruling India — 
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which is what Hamidullah and the others are agitating about — the English 
had better go on doing it, despite their mistakes: “they” are not yet ready for 
jelfrule--. 

This view goes back to Mill, of course, and surprisingly resembles the 
position of Bulwer-Lytton, who as Viceroy in 1878 and 1879 had this to say: 

Already great mischief has been done by the deplorable tendency of 
second-rate Indian officials, and superficial English philanthropists to 
ignore the essential and insurmountable distinctions of race qualities, 
which are fundamental to our position in India; and thus, unintention- 
ally, to pamper the conceit and the vanity of half-educated natives, to 
the serious detriment of commonsense, and of the wholesome recogni- 
tion of realities. 31 

On another occasion he said that “the Baboodom of Lower Bengal, though 
disloyal is fortunately cowardly and its only revolver is its ink bottle; which 
though dirty, is not dangerous.” 32 In The Emergence of Indian Nationalism , 
where these passages are cited, Anil Seal notes that Bulwer-Lytton missed 
the main trend in Indian politics, a trend perceived by an alert District 
Commissioner who wrote that 

twenty years ago ... we had to take account of l oca l nationalities an d 
pa rticul ar races.. The resentment of the Mahratta did not involve that 

of the Bengalee Now ... we have changed all that, and are beginning 

to find ourselves face to face, not with the population of individual 
provinces, but wit h 200 millions of people unit ed by sympathies and 
intercourse which we have ourselves created and fostered. 33 


Of course Forster was a novelist, not a political officer or theorist or 
prophet Yet he found a way to use the mechanism of the novel to elaborate 
on the already existing structure of attitude and reference without changing 
it This structure permitted one to feel affection for and even intimacy with 
some Indians and India generally, but made one see Indian politics as the 
charge of the British, and culturally refused a privilege to Indian nationalism 
(w hich, by the way, it gave willingryTo preeks ahdTtiriah sjr Ann Seal again: 

In Egypt, as in India, activities inconvenient to the British were judged 
to be self-interested machinations rather than genuine nationalisms. 
The Gladstone government saw Arabi’s revolt in Egypt as a few army 
officers on the make, abetted by some Egyptian intellectuals who had 
taken to reading the works of Lamartine — a comforting conclusion for 
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it justified Gladstonians in negating their own principles. After all 
th ere were n o_Garibaldis in Cairo. And neither were there in Calcutta 


or Bombay. 34 

How a resisting nationalism can be represented by a British writer who 
views it sympathetically is a problem Forster does not himself explicitly take 
on in his own work. It is, however, very affectingly studied by dvecrusading 
o ppon ent of British policy in India, Edward Thompson, in his The Other Side 


° f tbe Afg^'pubnsKed~ihl92g, two years after A Passage to India . Thompson’s 
subject is lujs reprii ^ 

thr ough the experienc e of British brutality during the 1857 “Mutiny.” The 
English, with the pompous, c(JH-bfoodHlTretigiosityl 5 f thtTRaj at its worst, 
see Indians and their history as barbaric, uncivilized, inhuman. Thompson 
notes the imbalance between the two misrepresentations, that one misrepre- 
sentation has all the power of modern technology and diffusion to back 
it from the army to the Oxford History of India — whereas the other relies on 
the pamphlet and the mobilizing rejectionist sentiments of an oppressed 
people. Still, Thompson says, we must recognize the fact that Indian 


ha tred exists - savage, set hatred— d.s _ certain ; and the sooner we recog- 
nize it, and search for its reasons, the better. The discontent with our 
rule is growing universal, and there must be first, widespread popular 
memories to account for that discontent being able to spread; and, 
secondly, blazing hatred at its heart, to have caused it to gather such 
rapid momentum. 35 


histon es ot India,' 


Hence, he says, wejgmsLasliUg br “a new orien tat ion in the histories of India ” 
we must express atonement” for what we have done, and above all, we 
should recognize that Indian men and women “want their self-respect given 
back to them. Make them ^w^^amj>and enable them to look us and 
everyone in the eyes, and they will behave like free people and cease to 
lie.” 36 

Thompson s powerful and admirable book is deeply symptomatic in two 
ways. He admits the p aramount importance of culture in consolidati ng 
i mperial f eeling the writing of history, he says over and over, is tied to the 
^tg- Qs i o . n o f emp_iig,His is one of the eari iesLa nd most persuasive metropol- 


he says over . 


over, is tied to the 


^Ig- Qs i o . n Q .fgmpi.re._His is one ot the eax liesLa nd most persuasive metrop ol- 
* ta T?i!? m P ts t0 u nderstand imperia lis m_as a cultural afBi cti onfor colonizer 
a .s^we!i.as..colomzed. But he is bound to the notion that there is “a truth” to 
events involving both sides that transcends them. Indians “lie” because they 
are not free, whereas he (and other oppositional figures like him) can see the 
truth because they are free and because they are English. No more than 
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forster could Thompson grasp that — as Fanon argued — the empire never 
gives anything away out of goodwill. 37 It cannot give Indians their freedom, 
hilt must be fo r rp d rr> yield ir as the result of a protracted political, cultural, 
an d sometimes military struggle that becomes more, not less adversarial as 
time goes on. Similarly the British, who in holding on to empire are part of 
tjie same dynamic; their attitudes can only be defended until they are 
defeated. 

The battle between native and white man had to be visibly joined, as it 
had been by 1926, for Thompson to see himself as being on “the other side.” 
There are now two sides, two nations, in combat, not merely the voice of 
the white master answered antiphonally — reactively — by the colonial up- 
start. Fanon calls this in a theatrical passage the “alterity of rupture, of 
conflict, of battle.” 38 Thompson accepts this more fully than Forster, for 
whom the novel’s nineteenth-century legacy of seeing the natives as subor- 
dinate and dependent is still powerful. 

In France , there was no one w h o, like Fugling, even as he celebrated the 
e mpire war n ed of its impending c afadymuc&einisela^ 
either. France was culturally attached to what Raoul Girardet calls a double 
movement of pride and worry — pride taken in work accomplished in the 
colonies, fear about the colonies’ destiny. 39 But as in England, the French 
reaction to Asian and African nationalism scarcely amounted to a lifted 
eyebrow, except when the Communist Party, in line with the Third Inter- 
national, supported anti-colonial revolution and resistance against em- 
pire. Girardet remarks that two important works by Gide in the years 
after L'lmmoraliste, his Voyage au Congo (1927) and Retour du Tchad (1928), 
raise doubts about French colonialism in sub-Saharan Africa, but he 
adds shrewdly, Gide nowhere questions “l e principe elle-meme de la 
colonisation.” 40 

The pattern is, alas, always the same: critics of colonialism like Gide and 
Tocqueville attack abuses in places and by powers that do not greatly touch 
them and either condone abuses of power in French territories they care 
about or, failing to make a general case against a/LreBressionuQr imperial 


about or, ta iling to make a general case against a/ /_reBressiQnuQ r imperial 
hegemony, say nothing. 

During the 1930s if serious ethnographic literature lovingly and painstak- 
ingly discussed native societies in the French imperium. Works by Maurice 
Delafosse, Charles Andr6 Julien, Labouret, Marcel Griaule, Michel Leiris 
gave substantive and careful thought to distant, often obscure cultures, and 
gave them an esteem otherwise denied within the strictures of political 
imperialism 41 

Something of that special mix of learned attention and the imperial 
enclosure is to be found in Malraux’s La Voie royale (1930), one of the least 
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known and discussed of his works. Malraux was himself both adventurer and 
amateur ethnographer-archeologist; in his background were Leo Frobenius 
the Conrad of Heart of Darkness, T. E. Lawrence, Rimbaud, Nietzsche, and* 
I am convinced, Gide’s character Menalque. La Eiuej3Qiale-@aAet&-XJia^^ 
i I H 9 _^fi.is£Srior^ljn_this-ca§e^FrenchJndochina (a fact scarcely noted by 
Malraux s major critics, for whom, as with Camus and his critics, the only 
setting worth talking about is European). Perken and Claude (the narrator) 
on the one hand, and the French authorities on the other contest for domi- 
nation and loot Perken wants the Cambodian bas-reliefs, the bureaucrats 
look on his quest with suspicion and dislike. When the adventurers find 
GrahoL-aJturtz^gsire^who has been captured, blinded, and tortured, they 
try to get him back from the natives who have him, but his spirit has been 
broken. After Perken is wounded and his diseased leg is seen to be destroy- 
ing him, the indomitable egoist (like Kurtz in his final agony) pronounces his 
defiant message to the grieving Claude (like Marlow): 

“il n’y a pas . . . de mort ... II y a seulement . . . moi . . . Un doigt se 

crispa sur la cuisse. . . . moi . . . qui vais mourir. ’’’ 2 

The jungle and tribes of Indochina are represented in La Voie royale with 
a combination of fear and inviting allure. Grabot is held by Mois tribespeo- 
ple; Perken has ruled the Stieng people for a long period and, like a devoted 
anthropologist, trieg jn vain tpj mtgCLt hem from encroaching moderniza- 
.-jjQS-iil Uke fom 1 of a colonial railroad ). Yet despite the menace and disquiet 
of the novel s imperial setting, li ttle suggests the political me nace, or that the 
cosmic doom engulfing Claude, Perken, and Grabot is anything more his- 
torically concrete than a generalized malevolence against which one must 
exert one s will. Yes, one can negotiate small deals in the alien world of the 
indigenes (Perken does this with the Mois, for example), but his overall 

1 , 1 .. r< ii* • .. ' ■“ 
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I attach so much importance to La Voie royale because, as the work of an 

extraordinary European talent, it testifies so conclusively to the inability of 
the ^ Western humanistic conscience to confront the politicaf challengTo F 
theimpenaldo'mains. For both Forster in theTj^os and Malraux in 1950, 
men genuinely familiar with the non-European world, a grander destiny 
confronts the West than one of mere national self-determination — self- 
consciousness, will, or even the deep issues of taste and discrimination. 
Perhaps the novel form itself dulls their perceptions, with its structure of 
atti^flea^ refSencelield overfrom the~previousce ntury. If one compares 
Malraux with the~celebrated~French experTorTlndocKmese culture Paul 
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Mus, whose book Viet-Nam: Soctologie d'une guerre appeared twenty years 
later, on the eve of Dien Bien Phu, and who saw, as Edward Thompson did, 
the profound political crisis that separated France from Indochina, the 
difference is striking. In a remarkable chapter entitled “Sur la route Viet- 
namienne” (perhaps echoing La Voie royale ), J Mfos speaks plainly of the 
French in stitutiona l s ystem and it s secular vio l a ti on ofWiemflmi^p -iacred 
v alues; t he Chinese, he says, understood Vietnam better than France, with 
its railroads, schools, and “administration laique.” Without religious man- 
date, with little knowledge of Vietnamese traditional morality, and even less 
attention to local nativism and sensibility, the French were merely inatten- 
tive conquerors. 43 

Like Thompson, Mus sees E uropeans and Asiarics bou nd togeth er, and, 
again like Thompson, he opposes continuing the col o nial svstem. He pro- 
poses independence for Vietnam, despite the Soviet and Chinese menace, 
yet wants a French-Vietnamese pact that would give France certain privi- 
leges in Vietnamese reconstruction (this is the burden of the book’s final 
chapter, “Que faire?”). This is a very far cry from Malraux, but only a small 
mutation in the European concept of tutelage — albeit enlightened tute- 
lage — for the non-European. And it falls short of recognizing the foil 
strength of what so far as Western imperialism was concerned became the 
Third World’s antinomian nationalism, which expressed not cooperation 
but antagonism. 


( II ) 


Themes of Resistance Culture 


T he slow and often bitterly disputed recovery of geographical territo ry 
which is at the heart of decolonization is preceded — as empire had 
been — by the charting of cultural territory. After the period of “primary 
resistance,” literally fighting against outside intrusion, there comes the pe- 
riod of secondary, that is, .ideological resists when efforts are made to 
reconstitute a “shattered community, to save or restore the sense and fact of 
Conuniinity_againsSL all the pressures of the colonial system.” 44 as Basil 
Davidson puts it. This in turn makes possible the establishment of new and 
independent stakes. It is important to note that we are not mainly talking 
here about utopian regions — idyllic meadows, so to speak — discovered in 
their private past by the intellectuals, poets, prophets, leaders, and historians 
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of resistance. Davidson speaks of the “otherworldly” promises made by some 
in their early phase, for example, rejecting Christianity and the wearing of 
Western clothes. But all of thg m respond to the humi lia tions of colonialism 
^d_lejjd_jp “the principa l teaching of nationalism: the n eed to find the 


and lead to "the principal teaching o 
i deological basis for a w ider unity thai 
This basis is found, I believe, in the : 


Known before. 


i his basis is found, 1 believe, in the redi scovery and repatriation of w ha<- 
h ad been suppressed in the natives’ past by the p rocesses of imperia lism 
Thus we can understand Fanon’s insistence on rereading Hegel’s master- 
slave dialectic in light of the colonial situation, a situation in which Fanon 
remarks on how the master in imperialism “differs basically from the master 
described by Hegel. For Hegel there is reciprocity; here the master laughs 
at the consciousness of the slave. What he wants from the slave is nr>i- 
r^Qgnljioi.buLWOxL!! 46 To achieve recognition is to rechart and then 
occupy the place in imperial cultural forms reserved for subordination, to 
occupy it self-ennsn a nsly , fighting for it on the very same territory once 
ruled by a consciousness that assumed the subordination of a designated 
inferior Other. Hence, gefnscripttafy The irony is that Hegel’s dialectic is 
Hegel s, after all: he w asffiere'lirst, just as the Marxist dialectic of subject 
and object had been there before the Fanon of Les Damnes used it to explain 
the struggle between colonizer and colonized. 

That is the p artial tragedy of resistance, that it must to a certain de gree 
w ork to recover f orms already established or at least influenced or infiltrate d 
bxjhe_al w j re^ of .empire. This is another instance of what I have called 
overlapping territories: the struggle over Africa in the twentieth century, for 
example, is over territories designed and redesigned by explorers from 
Europe for generations, a process memorably and painstakingly conveyed in 
Philip Curtin’s The Image of Africa .* 1 Just as the Europeans saw Africa polemi- 
cally as a blank place when they took it, or assumed its supinely yielding 
availability when they plotted to partition it at the 1884-85 Berlin Congress, 
decolonizing Africans found it necessary to reimagine an Africa stripped of 


its imperial past. 

J^ake as a specific instance of this battle over projections and ideological 
images the so-called-rpestJinyo^^ appears in much Euro- 

pean literature and especially literature about the non-European world. In 
all the great explorers’ narratives of the late Renaissance (Daniel Defert has 
aptly called them the collection of the world [la collecte du monde]) 48 and 
those of the nineteenth-century explorers and ethnographers, not to men- 
tion Conrad s voyage up the Congo, there is the topos of the voyage south 
as Mary Louise Pratt has called it, referring to Gide and Camus, 49 in whlcK 
the motif of co n trol and au thor ity has “sounded nninrpmipfpHly ” FoTthe 
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native who begins to see and hear that persisting note, it sounds “the note 
of crisis, of banishm en t ,. banishment from the heart, banishment from home? ’ 
This is how Stephen Dedalus memorably states it in the Library episode of 
Ulysses v so t he decp l oni zingjiatke-writer — such as Joyce, the Irish writer 
colonized by the British — r e-experiences th e quest-voyage moti f fro m 


t rhich he had b een banished by mt 
he i mperial i nto the new culture 


:he quest-voyage motif fro n 
Lsamejroogcarried over fron 


inducing life into Conrad’s river on the very first page. “The 
“river was called Honia, which meant cure, or bring-back-to-life. Honia river 
never dried: it seemed to possess a strong will to live, scorning droughts and 
weather changes. And it went on in the very same way, never hurrying, 
never hesitating! People saw this and were happy.” 51 Conrad’s images of 
rive r, exploration , and mysterious setting are never far fromliuravweneis 
a s we read~yet~tKey _are q uite differently weighted, differenti y^eve~n“ar- 
ringly — ex perienced in a deliberately understated. self-conscinnd^Mnid; - 


imp ortan ce — he is compressed into a single missionary figure emblemati- 
cally called Livingstone— although his influence is felt in the divisions that 
separate the villages, the riverbanks, and the people from one another. In the 
internal conflict ravaging Waiyaki’s life, Ngugi powerfully conveys the 
unresolved tensions that will continue well after the novel ends and that the 
novel makes no effort to contain. A new pattern, suppressed in Heart of 
Darkness, appears, out of which Ngugi generates a new mythos, whose 
tenuous course and final obscurity suggest a return to an African Africa. 

ln Tayeb S alih s Season, o f Migration to the North, Conrad’s river is now 
the Nile, whose waters rejuvenate its peoples, and Conrad s first^perso n 


narrative sr 


a sense reversed 


first through the use ofjjiah lC. second in that Salih’s novel concerns the 
northwar d voyage of a Sudanese to Europe : and third, because the narrator 
speaks from a Suda nese village . A voyage into the heart of darkness is thus 
converted into a sacralized hegira from the Sudanese countryside, still 
weighted down with its colonial legacy, i nto the heart of Europe, w here 
Mostapha Said, a mirror image of Kurtz, unleashes ritual violence on him- 
self, on European women, on the narrator’s understanding. The hegira con- 
cludes with Said’s return to arid suicide in his native village . So deliberate 
are Salih’s mimetic reversals of Conrad that even Kurtz’s skull-topped fence 
is repeated and distorted in the inventory of European books stacked in 
Said’s secret library. The interventions and crossings from north to south, 
and from south to north, enlarge and complicate the back-and-forth colonial 
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trajectory mapped by Conrad; what results is not simply a reclamation of the 
Active territory, but an articulation of some of the discrepancies and rh«»; r 


guences muffled 


^onrad s ma 


Over there is l ike here, neither better nor worse. B ut I am from here 
just as the date palm standing in the courtyard of our house has grown 
in our house and not in anyone else’s. The fact that they came to our 
land j know not why, d o es that me an.-that-we. should p oison our present 
a nd our future? Sooner o r later they will leave ouTcountry , j ust as man y 
people throughout histotwl efT^ 

hospitals, factories, and school^^ we ’H speak their 

language without either a sense dfgrniTorTsense of gratitude. Once 
again we shall be as we were— ordinary people— and if w e a r e lies we 
sjiall b e lies o f our own maki ng 32 

The post-imperial writers of the Third World therefore be ar their pa st 
withi n them— a s scars of humiliating wounds , as instigation for differen t 
practic es, a s potential ly.xfcyi sedri sion£ of .the-pasr tending toward a post- 
colonial future, as urgently reinterpretable and redeployable experiences, in 
which the formerly silent native speaks and acts on territory reclaimed as 
part of a general movement of resistance, from the colonist. 

Another motif emerges in the culture of resistance. Consider the stunning 
cultural effort to claim a restored and invigorated authority over a region in 
tji e many modern J^a tjii. American and Caribbean versions of Shakespeare’s 
The Tempe st.Tb.\j fablg) is one of several that stand guard over the imagina- 
tion of the New World; other stories are the adventures and discoveries of 
Columbus, Robinson Crusoe, John Smith and Pocahontas, and the adven- 
tures of Inkle and Yariko. (A brilliant study, C olonial Encounters bv Peter 
Hulme , surveys them all in some detail.)” It is a measure of how embattled 
this matter of “i naugural figures” has become that it is now virtually impossi- 
ble to say anything simple about any of them. To call this reinterpretative 
zeal merely simpleminded, vindictive, or assaultive is wrong, I think. In a 
totally new way in Western culture, t he interventions of non-European 
moists andscholars cannot be dismissed or silenced. and these interventions 
are not only an integral part of a political movement, but in many ways the 
movgm gnt’s successfully guiding imagination, intellectual and figurative en =. 
,.ergy_resgejng and rethinking 
For natives to want to Tay daim^ 

intolerable effrontery, for them actually to repossess it unthinkable. 

The core of Al m e C c s airg j Caribbean Une Tempete is not ressentiment ; but 
an affectionate contention with Shakespeare forjhe righcjo-represeat the 
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Qarihb£an*,That impulse to contend is part of a grander effort to discover 
the bases of an integral identity different from the formerly dependent, 
derivative one. Caliban, according to George Lamming, “is the excluded, 
rhanyhich lseternaHy-bekw-possibility. ... He is seenasanocca sion .astate 
of existence which can be appropriated and exploited to the purposes of 


another’s own development.” 14 If ^^^ltHenCanban must be shown to 
h ave a history that can be perceived on its own, as the result of Caliban’s own 
effort. O ne must, according to Lamming, “ explode Prospero’s old my th” bv 
fr christening jjang uage afresh” ; but this cannot occur '“untiTwe show language 
as the product of human endeavor; until we make available to all the result 
of certain enterprises undertaken by men who are still regarded as the 
unfortunate-descendants of laneuapeless and defnrmpd davnc ”ss 


Lamming’s point is that, while identity is crucial, just to assert a differen t 
identity is never enough . The main thing is to be able to see that Caliban 
h as a hi story capable_ oijfcyek>pment. as part of the process of work, growth, 
and maturity to which only Europeans had seemed entitled. Each new 
American reinscription of The Tempest is therefore a local version of the old 
grand, story, ijoyigoratgd and inflected by the pressures of an unfolding 
political and cultural history. The Cuban critic Roberto Fernandez Retamar 
makes the significant point that for modern Latin Americans and Carib- 

beans, it ij_.CaljbaiL-him aad no t Ariel, who is the m ain symbol of 

hl^djty^jsdthJiis-mn ge and unpredictable mixture of attributes. This is 
truer to the Creole, or mestizo composite of the new America. 56 

Retamar’s choice of Caliban over Ariel signals a profoundly important 
ideological debate at the heart of the cultural effort to decolonize, an effort 
at the restoration of community and repossession of culture that goes on 
long after the political establishment of independent nation-states. Resis- 
tance and decolonization as I talk about them here persist well after success- 
ful nationalism has come to a stop. This debate is symbolized in Ngugi’s 
Decolonisinz the Mind (19 86), which records his farewell to English as well as 
his attempt to further thecluse of liberation by exploring African language 
and literature more deeply.” A similar effort is embodied in Barbara Har- 
low’s important book, Resistance Literature (1987), whose purpose is to employ 
the tools of recent literary theory to give a place to “the literary output of 
geopolitical areas which stand in opposition to the very social and political 
organization within which the theories are located and to which they 
respond.” 58 

The basic form of the debate is best immediately translated int o a set of 
alternatives that we can derive from the Ariel-Caliban choice, whose history 
lnXatirTAmerica is a special and unusual one but useful for other areas as 
well. The Latin American discussion (to which Retamar is a well-known 
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recent contributor others were Jos6 Enrique Rod6 and Jose Marti) is really 
a response to the question How does a cult ure seekingto become indepen- 
dent of imperialism imagine its own past? O ne choi ce i s to do it as Ariel does. 
tha tjs, as a willing _servant of Prospero: A riel does what he is told obligingly, 
and, when he gains his freedom, he returns to his native element, a sort of 
bourgeois native untroubled by his collaboration with Prospero. A second 
choice is to do it like 


not disabled for future development. A third choice is to be a Caliban who 


sh eds ms curre nt servitude and physical disfigurements m the process of 
discovering his essential/ pre-col onial self. This Caliban is behind the nativist 
and radical nationalisms that produced concepts of nigritude, Islamic funda- 
mentalism, Arabism, and the like. 

Both Calibans nourish and require each other. Every subjugated commu- 
nity in Europe, Australia, Africa, Asia, and the Americas has ^playecj the 
sorely tried and oppressed Caliban to some outside master like Prospero. To 
become aware of one’s self as belonging to a subject people is the founding 
insight of anti-imperialist nationalism. From that insight came literatures, 
innumerable political parties, a host of other struggles for minority and 
women’s rights, and, much of the time, n ewly independent stares Yet, as 
Fanon rightly observes, na rionali sLconsaous ness can very easily lead t o 
frozen rigidity; m erely to replace white officers and bureaucrats with colored 
equivalents, he says, is no guarantee that the nationalist functionaries will 
not replicate the old dispensation. The dangers of chauvinism and xenopho- 
bia (“Africa for the Africans”) are very real. It is best when Caliban sees hie 
own history as an aspect of the history of all subjugated men and women, and/ 
comprehends tEe comjpIeFffuth orHis own social and historical situation. 

We must not minimize the shattering importance of that initial insight — 
peopl es_ being..co.n.scigus of t hemsel ves as prisoners in their own land — for 
it returns again and again in the literature of the imperialized world. The 
history of empire — punctuated by uprisings throughout most of the nine- 
teenth century — in India; in German, French, Belgian, and British Africa; in 
Haiti, Madagascar, North Africa, Burma, the Philippines, Egypt, and else- 
where — seems incoherent unless one recognizes that sense o f beleaguered 
imprisonment i nfused wjtL-a-passion for mmmnm 
im I^dx i S&Iiiance^ Aim6 Cesaire: 

Ce qui est a moi aussi: une petite 
cellule dans le Jura, 

une petite cellule, la neige la double de barreaux blancs 
la neige est un geolier blanc qui monte 
la garde devant une prison 
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Ce qui est a moi: 

e’est un homme seul emprisonne de 
blanc 

c’est un homme seul qui defie les cris 

blancs de la morte blanche 

(TOUSSAINT, TOUSSAINT L’OUVERTURE ) 59 

Mostjoften,. the concept of race its elf gives the p rison its raison d’etre - and 
it turns up nearly everywhere in the culture of resistance. Tagore speaks of 
it in his great lectures called Nationalism, published in 1917. “The Nation” is 
for Tagore a tight and unforgiving receptacle of power for producing con- 
formity, whether British, Chinese, Indian, or Japanese. India’s answer, he 
said, must be to provide not a competing nationalism, but a creative solution 
to the divisiveness produced by racial consciousness. 60 A similar insight is at 
thejieart of W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (1903): “ How does it fee l 
Tfbe/ pr oblem? . . Wfryjjjd_God.male_m e an outcast and a stranger in min e 
owbhouse? " 61 Both Tagore and Du Bois, however, warn against a wholesale, 
indiscriminate attack on white or Western culture. Itis not Western culture^ 


indiscriminate attack on white or Western culture. not Western culture 
thatis toblame^sa ys T agore, but “the judicious niggardliness of theNat ion 
th at has taken upon itself the w hite man’s_buxderLQ£.crit icizing the East.” 62 

Three great topics emerge in decolonizing cultural resistance, separated 
for analytical purposes, but all related. One, of course, is the insistence on 
the right to see the community’s history whole, coherently, integrally. Re- 
st ore the imprisoned nation to itself. (B enedict Anderson connects thi-Tin 
Europe to “print-capitalism,” which “gave a new fixity to language” and 
created unified fields of exchange and communications below Latin and 
above the spoken vernaculars.”) 63 The concept of the national language is 
central, but without the practice of a national culture — from slogans to 
pamphlets and newspapers, from folktales and heroes to epic poetry, novels, 
and drama — th e language is inert; national culture organizes and sustain s 
communal memory, as when early defeats in African resistance stories ar e 
resumed (“they took our weapons in 1903; now we are taking them back”); 
it reinhabits the landscape using restored ways of life, heroes, heroines, and 
exploits; it formulates expressions and emotions of pride as well as defiance, 
which in turn form the backbone of the principal national independence 
parties. Local slave narratives, spiritual autobiographies, prison memoirs 
form a counterpoint to the Western powers’ monumental histories, official 
discourses, and panoptic quasi-scientific viewpoint. In Egypt, for example, 
the h istorical novels of Girgi Zaydan bring together for the first time a 
specifiT^flyArab narrative (rather the way Walter Scott did a century 
before). In Spanish America, according to Anderson, creole communities 
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“produced creoles who consciously redefined these [mixed] populations as 
fellow nationals.” 64 Both Anderson and Hannah Arendt note the widespre ad 
global movement to “achieve solidarities on an essential lyTmag iuetfbasis.’’ 65 

Second is the idea that^ resista nce, far from being mereljT a reaction to 
imperialism, is an alternativeway~o F conceiving human history. It is particu- 
larly important to see Ho^mucTi tRls alternative reconception is based on 
breaking down the barriers between cultures. Certainly, as the title of a 
fascinating book has i t, writing back to the metropolitan cultures, disrupting 
the European narratives of the Orient and Africa, replacing them with either 
a more playful or a more powerful new narrative style is a major component 
in the process. 66 Sal man Rushdie’s novel Midnight’s Children is a brilliant 
work based on the liberating imagination of independence itself, with all 


itwnoma l ies-axu i ..- C Qniradkti.Qiis.JKQrking jh&msehces_CQil^The conscious 
effort to enter into the discourse of Europe and the West, to mix with i t. 
transform it, to make it acknowledge marginalized or suppressed or forgot- 
ten histories is of particular interest in Rushdie’s work, and in an earlier 
generation of resistance writing. This kind of work was carried out by 
dozens of scholars, critics, and intellectuals in the peripheral world; I call 
this effort tfefvoyagem,) 

Third is a noticeable pull away from separatist nationalism toward a more 
integrative view of human community and human liberation. I want to be 
very clear about this. No one needs to be reminded that throughout the 
iniperiaLw orld during the decolonizing period, protest, resistance, and ind e- 
pendence movements were fuelled by one or another nationalism. Debates 


today about Third World nationalism have been increasing in volume and 
interest, not least because to many scholars and observers in the West, this 
reappearance of nationalism revived several anachronistic attitudes; Elie 
Kedourie, for example, considers non-Western nationalism essentially con- 
demnable, a negative reaction to a demonstrated cultural and social inferior- 
ity, an imitation of “Western” political behavior that brought little that was 
good; others, like Eric Hobsbawm and Ernest Gellner, consider nationalism 
as a form of political behavior that has been gradually superseded by new 
trans-national realities of modern economies, electronic communications, 
and superpower military projection. 67 In all these views, I believe, there is 
a marked (and, in my opinion, ahistorical) discomfort with non- Western 


;ies acauirir 


independence, which 


to their .gthos. .Hence the repeated insistence on the Western provenance of 
nationalist philosophies that are therefore ill-suited to, and likely to be 
abused by Arabs, Zulus, Indonesians, Irish, or Jamaicans. 

This, I think, is a criticism of newly independent peoples that carries with 
it a broadly cultural opposition ( from the Left as well as from the Right) to 
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the proposition that the formerly subject peoples are entitled to the same 
kind of nationalism as, say, the more developed, hence more deserving, 
Germans or Italians. A confused and limiting notion of priority allows that 
only the original proponents of an idea can understand and use it. But the 
hi story of all cultures is the history o f cultural borrowings. Cultures are not 
impermeable; just as Western sdMC^B^owedTrom AraBs, they had bor- 
rowed from India and Greece. Culture is never just a matter of ownership, 
of borrowing an d lending with absol ute~ 3ebtors a nd creditors, “but rather of 
appropriations, common experiencesZ^ inrerd^D^dFn^ieT of all kinds 
a mong different cultures. Tl^lsa unlveisal rmrin^ Who has yet determined 
how much the domination ofod^ the enormous wealth of 

the English and French states? 

A more interesting critique of non-Western nationalism comes from the 
Indian scholar and theoretician Partha Chatterjee (a member of the Subal- 
tern Studies group). Much nationalist thought in India, he says, depends 
upon the realities of colonial power, either in totally opposing it or in 
affirming a patriotic consciousness. This “leads inevitably to a n elitism of the 
intelligentsia, rooted in the vision of a radical regeneration of national 
"etrlfure^^To restore the nation in such a situation is basically to dream a 
romantically utopian ideal, which is undercut by the political reality. Ac- 
cording to Chatterjee, the radical milestone in nationalism was reached in 
Gandhi’s opposition to modern civilization entirely: influenced by anti- 
modern thinkers like Ruskin and Tolstoi, Gandhi stands epis temically 
outsid£jJi£.them3.tixLoLpQstzEnIightenm£n£ . thought. 69 Nehru’s accomplish- 
ment was to take the Indian nation as liberated from modernity by Gandhi 
and deposit it entirely within the concept of the state. “The world of the 
concrete, the world of differences, of conflict, of the struggle between classes, 
of history and politics, now finds its unity in the life of the state.” 70 

Chatterjee shows that s uccessful anti-imp erialist nationalism has a history 
o f evasion and avoidance, and that nationalism canTbecoine a panaceafor 
not dealing with economic disparities7social injustice, and thFcaptufe^fthe 
newly independent state by a nationalist elite . But he does not emphasize 
enough, I think, that the culture’s contribution to statism is often the result 
of a separatist, even chauvinist and authoritarian conception of nationalism. 
There is also, however, a consistent intellectual trend within the nationalist 
consensus that is vitally critical, that refuses the short-term blandishments 
of separatist and triumphalist slogans in favor of the larger, more generous 
human realities of community among cultures, peoples, and societies. This 
community is the real human liberation portended by the resistance to 
imperialism. Basil Davidson makes roughly the same point in his magisterial 
book Africa in Modem History: The Search for a New Society. 11 
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I do not want to be misunderstood as advocating a simple anti-nationalist 
position. It is historical fact that natio nalism — restoration of community 
assertion of identity, emergence of new cultural practices — as a mobilized 
PolMcalJorc e instigated and then advanced the struggle against W estpr^ 
d omination everywhere in the non-European world. I t is no more useful to 
oppose that than to oppose Newton’s discovery of gravity. Whether it was 
the Philippines, or any number of African territories, or the Indian subconti- 
nent, the Arab world, or the Caribbean and much of Latin America, China 
or Japan, natives banded together in independence and nationalist groupings 
that were based on a sense of identity which was e thnic, religious, or 
c ommunal, and was opposed to further Western encroachmen t. That hap- 
pened from the beginning. It became a global reality in the twentieth 
century because it was so widespread a reaction to the Western incursion, 
which had also become extraordinarily widespread; with few exceptions 
people banded together in asserting their resistance to what they perceived 
was an unjust pra ct i ce,..afiai.nsi..lh. em . _ mai nl y for being wha t they were, i.e., 
n on- Wes tern. Certainly it was the case that these groupings "w&re at times" 
fiercely exclusivist, as many historians of nationalism have shown. But we 
must also focus on the intellectual and cultural argument within the nation- 
alist resistance that once independence was gained new and imaginative 
reconceptions of society and culture were required in order to avoid the old 
orthodoxies and injustices. 

The women’s movement is central here. For as primary resistance gets 
und er way, to be follo wed by fully fledged nationalist parties, unfair male 
practices like c oncubinage, polygamy, fooFJimd^ enslav e- 

menFbecome the focal points of women’s resistance. In Egypt, Turkey, 
Indonesia, China, an3 Ceylon the eiriy-twentieth-century struggle for the 
e mancipation j afjKpmen is organically related to nationalist agitation. Raja 
Ramuhan Roy, an early-nineteenth-century nationalist influenced by Mary 
Wollstonecraft, mobilized the early campaign for Indian women’s rights, a 
common pattern in the colonized world, where the first intellectual stirrings 
against injustice included attention to the abused rights of all oppressed 
classes. Lat er wom en writers and intellectuals — oft en from privileged 
classes and-Ofteir.-in--allia nce with WesteriirapositieroF women’s rights lik e 
A nnie Besant — came to the forefron t of agitation for women’s education. 
Kumari Jayawardena’s central work Feminism and Nationalism - in the Third 
World describes the efforts of Indian reformers like Tora Dutt, D. K. Karve, 
and Cornelia Sorabjee, and of militants such as Pundita Ramabai. Their 
counterparts in the Philippines, Egypt (Huda Shaarawi), Indonesia (Raden 
Kartini) broadened the stream of what became feminism, which after inde- 
pendence became one of the main liberationist tendencies. 72 
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This larger search for liberation was most in evidence where the national- 
ist accomplishment had been either checked or greatly delayed— in Algeria, 
Guinea, Palestine, sections of the Islamic and Arab world, and South Africa. 
Students of post-colonial politics have not, I think, looked enough at the 
ideas that minimize orthodoxy and authoritarian or patriarchal thought that 
take a severe view of the coercive nature of identity politics. Perhaps this is 

beca y se , have 

hijackedjia^n^ism ^co mpletely and in so ghastly ajnanner/ Ehg^^,, 


sts are somenn 


lore coercive or more i 


' self-critical 


than_others_is_c]ear, but my own thesis is that, at its best, nationalistresis- 
tance to imperialism was always critical of itself. An attentive reading of 
towering figures within the nationalist ranks — writers like C.L.R. James 
Neruda, Tagore himself, Fanon, Cabral, and others— discriminates among 
die various forces vying for ascendancy within the anti-imperialist, national- 
ist camp. James is a perfect case in point. Long a champion of Black national- 
ism, he always tempered his advocacy with disclaimers and reminders that 
assertions of ethnic oarticularitv wpi-p nnt i: j • t 


cl l t i£ 1 jH 1 J^! n ot enough. There is a great deal of hope to be derived from 
this if only because, far from being at the end of history, we are in a position 
to do something about our own present and future history, whether we live 
inside or outside the metropolitan world. 


In sum, i 


•ionization is a 


he course of 


scholarship and counter-scholarship The 
struggle took the form of strikes, marches, violent attack, retribution and 
counter-retribution. Its fabric is also made up of novelists and colonial 
officials writing about the nature of the Indian mentality, for example, of the 
land rent schemes of Bengal, of the structure of Indian society; and, in 
response, of Indians writing novels about a greater share in their riile, 
intellectuals and orators appealing to the masses for greater commitments to 
and mobilization for independence. 

One cannot put timetables or fixed dates on this. India followed one 
course, Burma another, West Africa another, Algeria still another, Egypt, 
Syria, and Senegal still others. B ut in all cases one sees the gradually more 
and-more perceptibl e division s bgtween th. e massive national blocks- the 
West France, Britain, Holland, Belgium, Germany, etc— on one side, 
most of the natives on the other. Generally speaking therefore anti-imperial- 
ist resistance builds gradually from sporadic and often unsuccessful revolts 
until after World War One it erupts variously in major parties, movements, 
and personalities all over the empire; for three decades after World War 
Two, it becomes more militantly independence-minded and yields up the 
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new states in Africa and Asia. In the process it permanently changes the 
internal situation of the Western powers, which divided into opponents and 
supporters of the imperial policy. 


( HI ) 

Yeats and Decolonization 


W illiam Butler Yeats has now been almost completely assimilated into 
the canon as well as into the discourses of modern English literature 
and European high modernism. Both these reckon with him as a great 
modern Irish poet, deeply affiliated and interacting with his native traditions, 
the historical and political context of his times, and the complex situation 
of being a poet writing in English in a turbulently nationalist Irela nd. 
Despite Yeats’s obvious and, I would say, settled presence in Ireland, in 
British culture and literature, and in European modernism, he does present 
another fascinating aspect: that of the i ndisputa bly great national poet who 
during a period of anti-imperialist resistance articulates the experiences, the 
aspirations, and the restorative vision of a pe ople suffering under the do min- 
ion of an offshore power. 

~T rom Tfus perspective Yeats is a poet who belongs in a tradition not 
u sually considered his, that of the colonial world ruled by European imperi - 
alism during a climactic insurrectionary stage . If this is not a customary way 
of interpreting Yeats, then we need to say that he also belongs naturally to 
the cultural domain, his by virtue of Ireland’s colonial status, which it shares 
with a host of non-European regions: c ultural dependency an d antagonism 
together. 

The high age of imperialism is said to have begun in the late 1870s, but 
in English-speaking realms, it began well over seven hundred years before, 
as Angus Calder’s gripping book Revolutionary Empire demonstrates so well. 
Ireland was ceded by the Pope to Henry II of England in the 1150s; he himself 
came to Ireland in 1171. From that time on an amazingly persistent cultural 


attitude existed 


and-de generate race. Recent critics and historians — Seamus Deane, Nicho- 
las Canny, Joseph Leerson, and R. N. Lebow among others — have studied 
and documented this history, to whose formation such impressive figures as 
Edmund Spenser and David Hume contributed in very large measure. 

Thus India, North Africa, the Caribbean, Central and South America, 
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many parts of Africa, China and Japan, the Pacific archipelago, Malaysia, 
Australia, New Zealand, North America, and of course Ireland belong in a 
fr rnup together, although most of the time they are treated separately. All of 
fhe m were sites of contention well before 1870. ei ther between various local 
resistance groups, or between the European powers themselves; in some 
cases, India and Africa, for instance, the two struggles against outside domi- 
nation were going on simultaneously long before 1857, and long before the 
various European congresses on Africa at the end of the century. 

The point here is that no matter how one wishes to demarcate high 
imperialism — that period when nearly everyone in Europe and America 
believed him or herself to be serving the high civilizational and commer- 
cial cause of empire — im perialism itself had already been a continuous 
process for several centuries _QfTi.yfir.se as conquest, rapacity, and scientific 
e xploration. F or an Indian, or Irishman, or Algerian, the land was and 
had been dominated by an/dj en p ower, whether liberal, monarchical, or 
revolutionary. 

But modern European imperialism was a constitutively, radically differ- 
ent type of overseas domination from all earlier forms. Scale and scope were 
only part of the difference, though certainly not Byzantium, or Rome, or 
Athens, or Baghdad, or Spain and Portugal during the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries controlled anything like the size of the territories controlled by 
Britain and France in the nineteenth century. The more impor tant differ- 
ences are first the sustained longevity of the disparity in power , and second, 
the mas sjyelQf pnizat mp~o fthe power, which affected the details and not ju st 
thei ar g e . ou tl i fl es of life . By the early nineteenth century, Europe had begun 
the industrial transformation of its economies — Britain leading the way; 
feudal and traditional landholding structures were changing; new mercantil- 
ist patterns of overseas trade, naval power, and colonialist settlement were 
being established; the bourgeois revolution was entering its triumphant 
stage. All these developments gave Europe a furth er. ascendancy over it s 
offshore pos s£ssi.QX>s,...a..pro.file_QfimpQsing...and even dauntin g power. By the 
beginning of World War One, Europe and America held most of the earth’s 
surface in some sort of colonial subjugation. 

This came about for many reasons, which a whole library of systematic 
studies (beginning with those by critics of imperialism during its most 
aggressive phase such as Hobson, Rosa Luxemburg, and Lenin) has ascribed 
to largely economic and somewhat ambiguously characterized political pro- 
cesses (in the case ofjoseph Schumpeter, psychologically aggressive ones as 
well). The theory I advance in this book is that culture played a vpt y 
i mportant, in degcLindispensable jole, At the heart of European culture 
during the many decades of imperial expansion lay an undeterred and 
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unrelenting ^urocentrisnyT his accumulated experiences, territ ories peo- 
ples, histories; it studied them, it classified them, it verified rhem T ...and.-_a S 
Calder says, it airowed rt European men of business” th e pow er “to scheme 
grandly”; 73 but above alf,Tt subordinated them by banishing their identities, 
except as a lower order of being, from the culture analndeed thevery idea 
of white Christian Europe. This cultural process has to be seen as a vital, 
informing, and invigorating counterpoint to the economic and political 
machinery at the material center of imperialism. This Eurocentric culture 
relentlessly codified and observed everything about the non-European or 
peripheral world, and so thoroughly and in so detailed a manner as to leave 
few items untouched, few cultures unstudied, few peoples and spots of land 
unclaimed. 

From these views there was hardly any significant divergence from the 
Renaissance on, and if it is embarrassing for us to remark that those elements 
of a society we have long considered to be progressive were, so far as empire 
was concerned, uniformly retrograde, we still must not be afraid to say it. 
Advanced writ ers and artists, the working class, and women — groups mar- 
ginal inthe West — showed an imperialist fervor that increased in intensity 
and perfer vid enthusiasm ar theT^pHitim''a Tnon’g~vanous European and 
American powers increase d in brutality and sense l ess, even profitless, con- 
trolTEurocentrism penetrated to the core of the workers’ movement, the 
women’s movement, the avant-garde arts movement, leaving no one of 
significance untouched. 

Ailinperialism increased in scope and in depth, so too, jn the colonies 
th emselves, the resistance mo unted. Just as in Europe the global accumula- 
tion that gathered the colonial domains into the world market economy was 
supported and enabled by a culture giving empire ideological license, so in 
the overseas imperium the massive political, economic, and military resis- 
tance was carried forward and informed by a n actively provocative and 
c hallenging culture jof resistance. This was a culture with a long tradition of 
integrity and power in its own right, not simply a belated reactive response 
to Western imperialism. 

/ In Ireland, Calder says, the idea of murdering Gaek-wasfforn the start “as 


i the start as 


part or a royal army 


proval, | consic 


and just.” 74 The idea of English r acial superi oritv-hecame ingrained; so 
humane a poet and gentleman as Edmund Spenser in his View of the Present 
State of Ireland (1596) was boldly proposing that since the Irish were barbarian 
Scythians, most of them should be exterminated. Revolts against the English 
naturally began early, and by the eighteenth century under Wolfe Tone and 
Grattan the opposition had acquired an identity of its own, with organiza- 
tions, idioms, rules. “Patriotism was coming into vogue” 75 during mid- 
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century, Calder continues, which, with the extraordinary talents o f Swift. 
Goldsmit h, an d Burke, g ave IristLxesi stance a discourse entirely its own. 

Much but by no means all the resistance to imperialism was conducted in 
the broad context of nationalism. “Nationalism” is a word that still signifies all 
sorts of undifferentiated things, but it serves me quite adequately to identify 
the mobilizing force that coalesced into resistance against an alien and 
occupying empire on the part of peoples possessing a common history, 
religion, and language. Yet for all its success — indeed because of its success — 
in ridding many territories of colonial overlords, nationalism h as remained a 
deepjy_Rmblei rLatic enterprise. When it got peopleout onth^reetst omarch 
a gainst the white master, nationalism was often l ed by lawyer^ doctors, and 




writers who wet 


1 and to so me degre e pro duced 


power. T he national bourgeoisies and their specialized elites, of which Fanon 
speaks so ominously, in effect tended to replace the colonial force with a new 
class-based and ultimately exploitative one, which replicated the old colonial 
structures in new terms. There are states all across the formerly colonized 
world that have bred pa thologies of power, a s Eqbal Ahmad has called them. 76 


Iso, the cultural 


i ons ot a nationalism mav 
jmes of colonizer and c oloi 


co mmon h istor y jt presgmes of colonizer and colonized. Imperialism after all 
wjsjigeapqr atiy e y enture,'and a salient trait of its modern form is that it was 
(or claimed tobejan educational movement; it set out quite consciously to 
modernize, develop, instruct, and civilize. The annals of schools, missions, 
universities, scholarly societies, hospitals in Asia, Africa, Latin America, 
Europe, and America are filled with this history, which over time established 
so-called modernizing trends as much as it muted the harsher aspects of 
imperialist domination. But at its center it preserved the nineteenth-century 
divide between native and Westerner. 

T he great colonial schools, for example, taught generations of the nativ e 
bourgeoisie important truths, a hout- hkrnry , . science, cul ture. Out of that 
learning process millions grasped the fu ndamentals of modern lif e, yet 
remained subordinate dependents of an authority based elsewhere than in 
their lives. Since one of the purposes of colonial education was to promote the 
history of France or Britain, that same education also demoted the native 
history. Th us for the native, there were always the Englands, Frances, 
Germanys, Hollands as distant repositories of the Word, despite the affinities 
developed between native and “white man” during the years of productive 
collaboration. Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus as he faces his English director of 
studies is a famous example of someone who discovers this with unusual force: 

The language we are speaking is h is before it is mine. How different are 

the words home, Christ, ale, master, on his lips and on mine! I cannot speak 
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or write these words without unrest of spirit. His language, so familiar 
and so foreign, will always be for me an acquired speech. I have no t 
made or accepted its words. My voice holds them at bay. My soul frets 


Nationalism in Ireland, India, and Egypt, for example, was rooted in the 
long-standing struggle for native rights and independence by nationalist 
parties like the Sinn Fein, Congress, and Wafd. Similar processes occurred 
in other parts of Africa and Asia. Nehru, Nasser, Sukarno, Nyerere, Nkru- 
mah: the pantheon of Bandung flourished, in all its suffering and greatness, 
because of the nationalist dynamic, which was culturally embodied in the 
inspirational autobiographies, instructional manuals, and philosophical 
meditations of these great nationalist leaders. An unmistakable patriarchal 
cast can be discerned every whe re jn classical nationalism , with delays and 
di stortions in women’s and minority rights ( to say nothing of democratic 
freed^^ th^rareTtili perceptible todayT Crucial works like Panikar’s Asia 
and Western Dominance, George Antonius’s The Arab Awakening and the 
various works of the Irish Revival were also produced out of classical 
nationalism. 

Within the nationalist revival, in Ireland and elsewhere, there were two 
d istinct political m ognents, each with its own imaginative culture, the second 
unthinkable without the first. The first was a pronounced a wareness of 
European and Western culture as im perialism; this reflexive moment of 
consciousness enabled the African, CaribBean, Irish, Latin American, or 
Asian citizen to assert the end of Europe’s cultural claim to guide and/or 
instruct the non-European or non-mainland individual. Often this was first 
done, as Thomas Hodgkin has argued, by “prophets and priests ,” 78 among 
them poets and visionaries, versions perhaps of Hobsbawm’s “primitive 
rebels. The _s§£Qiid_more openly liberationist moment occurred dnrina the 


dramatically prolonged 
various colonial regior 


Stern imperial 


luring the 


v jy30H£-XQlS5 ial regions, principally Algeria, V i etnam. Pale sti ne, Irelan d, 
Guinea, and Cub a. Whether in the Indian constitution, or in statements of 
Pan-Arabism and Pan- Africanism, or in its particularist forms such as 
Pearse s Gaelic or Senghor’s negrttude, conventional nationalism was re- 
vealed to be both insufficient and crucial, but o nly as a first srep Onr of this 
paradox comes the idea of liberation, a strong new post-nationalist theme 
that had been implicit in the works of Connolly, Garvey, Mara', Mariategi, 
Cabral, and Du Bois, for instance, but required the propulsive infusion of 
theory and even of armed, insurrectionary militancy to bring it forward 
clearly. 

Let us look again at the literature of the first of these moments, that of 
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anti-imperialist resistance. If there is anything that radically distinguishes 
the imagination of anti-imperialism, it is t he prim ac y-flLtlie_geograpMcal 
element. Imperialism aft er all is an act of geographical violence through 
which virtually every space m tKe world is explored, charted, and finally 
brought under control. For the native, the history of colonial servitude is 
inaugurated by loss of the locality to the outsider: it s geographical identity 
must thereafter be searched for and somehow restored. Because of the 
presence of the colonizing outsider, the land is recoverable at first only 
through the im agination. 

Let me give three examples of how imperialism’s complex yet firm geo- 
graphical morte main moves from the general to the specific. The most 
general is presented in Crosby’s Ecological Imperialism. Crosby says that wher-. 
ever they went Europeans immediately began to change the jocal habitat; 


th eir conscio usaim-Wasto transform territories into imagespfwhatthey had 
l eft behind . This process was never-endingr-as a huge number of plants, 
animals, and crops as well as building methods gradually turned the colony 
into a n ew place , complete with n ew diseases, environmental-imbalances^ 
an d traumatic dislocations for the overpowered n atjyes . 79 A-changed ecology 
also introduced a changed political system. In the eyes of the later nationalist 
poet or visionary, this alienated the people from their aut henti c traditions, 
ways of life, and political organizations. A great deal of romantic mythmak- 


ing went into these nat 


mated the 


la nd, but we must not doubt the ex tent of the act ual changes wr ought. 

possession, which seek routinely to make land profitable and at the same 
time to integrate it with an external rule. In his book Uneven Development the 
geographer Neil Smith brilliantly formulates how c apitalism historically ha s 
p roduced a particular kind of nature and space, a n unequally developed 
landscape that integrates poverty with wealth, industrial urbanization with 
agricultural diminishment. The culmination of this process is imperialism, 
which dominates, classifies, and universally Commodifies' all space under the 
aegis of the metropolitan center. Its cultural analogue is late-nineteenth- 
century commercial geography, whose perspectives (for example in the 
work of Mackinder and Chisolm) justified imperialism as the result of 
“natural” fertility or infertility, available sea-lanes, permanently differenti- 
ated zones, territories, climates, and peoples . 80 Thus is accomplished ,ltth£_ 
uniyersality-of xapitalism.” which is “the d i fferentiation of national space 
accor ding to the ter ritorial division of labor .” 81 

Following Hegel, Marx, alid Lukacs, Smith calls the production of this 
scientifically “natural” world a se cond natu re. To the anti-imperialist imagi- 
nation, our space at home in the peripheries has been usurped and put to use 
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by outsiders for their purpose. It is therefore necessary to seek out, to map, 
to invent, or to discover a_r/yri/na ture, no t pristine and pre-historical 
( Romantic Ireland s dead and gone,” says Yeats) buf ^denv i ngTr om~^Ee 
depnvation&ofthep resent. The impulse is cartographic, and among its most 
i striking examples are Y eats’s early poems collected in “The Rose,” Neruda’s 

various poems charting the Chilean landscape, Cesaire on the Antilles, Faiz 
on Pakistan, and Darwish on Palestine — 

I Restore to me the color of face 

\ And the warmth of body, 

The light of heart and eye. 

The salt of bread and earth . . . the Motherland . 82 


But a third example coloni al space must be transforme d-suflki ently s o 
as ,no longer to appear fo r e i gn to the imperial eve. More than any other of 
its colonies, Britain s Ireland was subjected to innumerable metamorphoses 
through repeated settling projects and, in culmination, its virtual incorpora- 
tion in 1801 through the Act of Union. Thereafter an Ordnance Survey of 
Ireland was ordered in 1824 whose goal was to an glicize t hp na ^ rwlwm 
th-g land bou nda ries to p ermit valuation ofproperty (and further expropria- 
tion of land in favor of English and “seignorial” families), and permanently 

thc_goguj3.tion. The survey was carried out almost entifeTy Tiy 

English personnel, which, as Mary Hamer has cogently argued, had the 
immediate effect of defining the Irish as incompetent [and] . . . depressing 
their] national achievement.” 83 One of Brian Friel’s most powerful plays, 
Translations (1980), deals with the shattering effect of the Ordnance Survey 
on the indigenous inhabitants. “In such a process,” Hamer continues, “the 
colonized is typically [supposed to be] passive and spoken for, does not 
control its own representation but is represented in accordance with a 
hegemonic impulse by which it is constructed as a stable and unitary en- 
tity. 84 And what was done in Ireland was also done in Bengal or, by the 
French, in Algeria. 

One of the first tasks of the culture of resistance was to reel aim ; rename 

apd r einhabit the land. And with that came a whole set of further assertions, 
recoveries, and identifications, all of them quite literally grounded on this 
poetically projected base. The search for authenticity, f or a mor e congenial 
na tional origi n than Aatjgrowded~FiyTolonIanustory^ for a new panthe on 
of-ilgroes and (oc casionally) heroines, my ths, and religio ns — these to.Q are 
m ade possible by a sense of the land reappropriared hy its ppnpla. And along 
with these nationalistic adumbrations of the decolonized identity, there 


made possib 
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always goes an al most magically inspired, quasi-alchemical redevelop ment 
of the native language. 

YeatsTs especially interesting here. With Caribbean and some African 
writers he expresses the predicament of sharing a language with the colonial 
overlord, and of course he belongs in many important ways to the Protestant 
Ascendancy, whose Irish loyalties were confused, to put it mildly, if not in 
his case quite contradictory. There is a fairly logical progression from Yeats’s 
early Gaelicism, with its Celtic preoccupations and themes, to his later 
systematic mythologies as set down in programmatic poems like “Ego Do- 
minus Tuus” and in the treatise A Vision. For Yeats the overlapping he knew 
existed of his Irish nationalism with the English cultural heritage, which 
b oth dominated and empowered him, was bound to cause tension, and one 
may speculate that it was the pressure of this urgently political and secular 
tension that caused him to try to resolve it on a “higher,” that is, non- 
political level. The deeply eccentric and aestheticized histories he produced 
in A Vision and the later quasi-religious poems elevate the tension to an 
extra-worldly level, as if Ireland were best taken over, so to speak, at a level 
above that of th e ground. 

Seamus Deane, in Celtic Revivals, the most interesting and brilliant account 
of Yeats’s super-terrestrial idea of revolution, has suggested that Yeats’s 
early and invented Ireland was “amenable to his imagination . . . [whereas] 
he ended by finding an Ireland recalcitrant to it.” Whenever Yeats tried to 
reconcile his occultist views with an actual Ireland — as in “The Statues” — 
the results are strained, Deane says correctly. 85 Because Yeats’s Ireland w as 
a revolutionary country, he could use its backwardness as a source for a 
ra dically disturbing, disruptive return to spiritual ideals lost in an over - 
developed modern Europe. In such dramatic realities as the Easter 1916 
uprising, Yeats also saw the breaking of a cycle of endless, perhaps finally 
meaningless recurrence, as symbolized by the apparently limitless travails of 
Cuchulain. Deane’s theory is that the birth of an Irish national identity 
coincides for Yeats with the breaking of the cycle, although it also under- 
scores, and reinforces in Yeats himself, the colonialist British attitude of a 
specific Irish national character. Thus Yeats’s return to mysticism and his 
recourse to fascism, Deane says perceptively, underline the colonial predica- 
ment also expressed, for example, in V. S. Naipaul’s representations of India, 
that o f a culture in debted to the mother country for its own self and for a 


a national signature becomes colonial, on account of the different histories 
of the two islands. The greatest flowering of such a search has been Yeats’s 
poetry.” 86 Far from representing an outdated nationalism, Yeats’s wilful 
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mysticism and incoherence embody a revolutionary potential, and the poet 
insists “that Ireland should retain its culture by keeping awake its conscious- 
ness of metaphysical questions,” as Oeane puts it. 87 In a world from which 
the harsh strains of capitalism have removed thought and reflection, a poet 
who can stimulate a sense of the eternal and of death into consciousness is 
the true rebel, a figure whose colonial diminishments spur him to a negative 
apprehension of his society and of “civilized” modernity. 

This rather Adorno-esque formulation of Yeats’s quandary is of course 
powerfully attractive. Yet perhaps it is weakened by its wanting to render 
Yeats more heroic than a crudely political reading would have suggested, 
and excuse his unacceptahle^ d i ndig estihle^eactionary..pQlitics — his out- 
right fascism, his fantasies of old homes and families, his incoherently occult 
divagations — by translating them into an instance of Adorno’s “negative 
dialectic.” As a small corrective, we^iglKjuQXe.-accuratel^see,YeatS-as an 
e xacerbated example of the nativist phenomenon which flourished els e- 
where (e.g., nigritude) as a result of the colonial encounter. 


True, the physical, geographical connections are closer between England 
and Ireland than between England and India, or between France and Algeria 
or Senegal. But the imperial relationship is there in all case s. Irish people can 
never be English any more than Cambodians or Algerians can be French. 
This it seems to me was always the case in every colonial relationship, 
because it is the first principle that a clear-cut and absolute hierarchical 
distinction should remain constant between ruler and ruled, whether or not 
the latter is white. N ativism, alas, reinforces the distinction ev en whil e 
re valuating the weaker or subservient partn er. And it has often led to 
compelling but demagogic assertions about a native past, narrative or actual- 
ity that stands free from worldly time itself. One sees this in such enterprises 
as Senghor’s nigritude, or in the Rastafarian movement, or in the Garveyite 
back to Africa project for American Blacks, or in the rediscoveries of various 
unsullied, pre-colonial Muslim essences. 

The tremendous ressentiment in nativism aside (for example, in Jalal Ali 
Ahmad’s Occidentosis, an influential Iranian tract published in 1978 that blames 
the West for most evils in the world), there are two reasons for rejecting, or 
at least reconceiving, the nativist enterprise. To say, as Deane does, that it 
is incoherent and yet, by its negation of politics and history, also heroically 
revolutionary seems to me is to fall into the nativist position as if it were the 
only choice for a resisting, decolonizing nationalism. But we have evidence 
of its ravages: to ac cept nativism is to accep t the co nsequences o f imperial- 

itself JTo leave j JieJiistQjricaL-worlri-fbt j:he metaphy sics of essenc gsJLike 


n igritud e, Irishness, Islain, or-Catho iicism is to abandon histor y for e s s e ntiali- 
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z ations that have the power to turn h uman beings against each other; often 
this abandonment of the secular worid has led to a sort of millenarianism if 
the movement has had a mass base, or it has degenerated into small-scale 
private craziness, or into an unthinking acceptance of stereotypes, myths, 
animosities, and traditions encouraged by imperialism. Such programs are 
hardly what great resistance movements had imagined as their goals. 

A useful way of getting a better hold of this analytically is to look at an 
analysis of the same problem done in the African context: W ole Soyinka ’s 
witheri ng critique of nigritude publishe d in 1976. Soyinka rat es that the 
concept of jijS^'gjsjhejecond.lnferior term in an oppo sition — European 
versus African — that “accepted the dialectical structure of European ideo- 
logical confrontations but b orrowed from the very components nf ire rari sr 
syllogism.” 88 Thus Europeans are analytical, Africans “incapable of analyti- 
cal thought. Therefore the African is not highly developed” whereas the 
European is. The result is, according to Soyinka, that 


nigritude trapped itself in what was primarily a defensive r ole, e ven 
though its accents were strident, its syntax hyperbolic and its strategy 

aggressive Nigritude stayed within a pre-set system of Eurocentric 

intellectual analysis of both man and his society, and tried to re-define 
the African and his society in those externalized terms. 89 

We are left with the paradox that Soyinka himself articulates, that (he has 
Fanon in mind) adoriflfrJJieJ^e^i^ as a b om i na ti n pr him. A nd 

while it is impossible to avoid the combative, assertive early stages in the 
nativist identity — t hey always occur: Yeats’s early poetry is no t only about 
Ireland, but ahQut jn shness —— there is a~gciod deal of promise in getting^ 
beyond them, not remaining trapped in the emotional self-indulgence of 
celebrating one’s own identity. Thgiejs-firstuafalL the possibility of discover- 
ing a world not constructed out of warring es^tice&Sec onHTtEerelJlhe 
possibilityof a universalism that is not lim ited or coercive^ whichbelieving 
that all people have only one single identity "is— that all the Irish are only 
Irish, Indians Indians, Africans Africans, and so on ad nauseam. Third, and 
most important, moving be yond nativism do es no t mean abandoning nation- 
ality, _ but it does mean lthinking of local identity as not exhanctivp, and 
therefore not being anxious to confine oneself to one’s own sphere, with its 
ceremonies of belonging, its built-in chauvinism, and its limiting sense of 
security. 

Nationality, nationalism, nativism: the progression is, I believe, more and 
more constraining. In countries like Algeria and Kenya one can watch the 
heroic resistance of a community partly formed out of colonial degradations, 
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leading to a protracted armed and cultural conflict with the imperial powers, 
in turn giving way to a one-party state with dictatorial rule and, in the case 
of Algeria, an uncompromising Islamic fundamentalist opposition. The 
debilitating despotism of the Moi regime in Kenya can scarcely be said to 
complete the liberationist currents of the Mau Mau uprising. No transfor- 
mation of social consciousness here, but only a n appalling pathology of 
.p ower d uplicated elsewhere — in the Philippines, Indonesia, Pakistan, Zaire, 
Morocco, Iran. 

In any case n ativism is »a£xhe only alternative . There is the possibility of 
a more generous and pluralistic vision of the world, in which imperialism 
courses on, as it were, belatedly in different forms (the North-South polarity 
of our own time is one), and the relationship of domination continues, but 
the opportunities for liberation are open. Even though there was an Irish 
Free State by the end of his life in 1959, Yeats partially belonged to this 
second moment, as shown by his sustained anti-British sentiment and the 
anger and gaiety of his anarchicall)^-discurbi*g-lasL_EP£try. In this phase 
liberation, and not nationalist independence, is the new alternative, liberation 
which by its very nature involves, in Fanon ’s wor ds, a transformation of 
so ciaTconsciou sne ss Beyoncfnation a I consciousness 90 

Looking at it from this perspective, then, Yeats’s slide into incoherence 
and mysticism during the 1920s, his rejection of politics, and his arrogant if 
charming espousal of fascism (or authoritarianism of an Italian or South 
American kind) are not to be excused, not too quickly to be dialecticized 
into the negative utopian mode. For one can quite easily situate and criticize 
those unacceptable attitudes of Yeats without changing one’s view of Yeats 
as a poet of decolonization. 

This way beyond nativism is figured in the great turn at the climax of 
C6saire’s Cahier d’un retour when the poet realizes that, after rediscovering 
and re-experiencing his past, after re-entering the passions, horrors, and 
circumstances of his history as a Black, after feeling and then emptying 
himself of his anger, after accepting — 


J'accepte . . . j’accepte . . . entierement, sans reserve 

ma race qu'aucune ablution dhypsope et de lys meles ne pourrait purifier 

ma race rongee de macule 

ma race raisin mur pour pieds ivres 9 ' 

(I accept ... I accept . . . totally, without reservation 
my race that no ablution of hyssop mixed with lilies could purify 
my race pitted with blemishes 
my race a ripe grape for drunken feet) 
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—after all this he is suddenly assailed by strength and life “comme un 
taureau,” and begins to understand that 

il nest point vrai que I’oeuvre de I’homme est finie 

que nous n’avons rien a faire au monde 

que nous parasitons le monde 

qu’il suffit que nous nous mettions au pas du monde 

mais I’oeuvre de I’homme vient seulment de commencer 

et il reste a I’homme a conquerir toute interdiction 

immobilisee aux coins de sa ferveur et aucune race 

ne posskde le monopole de la beaute, de l' intelligence, de la force 

et il est place pour tons au rendez-vous de la conquete 
et nous savons maintenant que le soleil toume 
autour de notre terre eclairant la parcelle qua fixe 
notre volonte seule et que toute etoile chute de del 
en terre a notre commandement sans limite . 92 


(for it is not true that the work of man is done 
that we have no business being on earth 
that we parasite the world 
that it is enough for us to heel to the world 
whereas the work has only begun 
a nd man still must o verc ome all the interdictions 


wedged in the recesses of his fervor and no rdce has a 
monopoly on beauty, on intelligence, on strength 


and there is room far everyone at the convocation of 
conquest and we know now that the sun turns around our 
earth lighting the parcel designated by our will alone 
and that every star falls from sky to earth at our 
omnipotent command.) 

The staking phrases are “a conquerir toute interdiction immobilisee aux 
coins de sa ferveur” and “le soleil . . . eclairant la parcelle qu’a fixd notre 
volont6 seule.” You don’t give in to the rigidity and interdictions of self- 
imposed limitations that come with race, moment, or milieu; instead you 
move through them to an animated and expanded sense of “[le] rendez-vous 
de la conquete,” which necessarily involves more than your Ireland, your 
Martinique, your Pakistan. 

I don’t mean to use C&aire against Yeats (or Seamus Deane’s Yeats), but 
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rather more fully to associate a m ajor strand in Yeats’s poetry both with the 
p getry of decolonization and resista nce, and with the historical alternatives 
t o the nativist impasse . In many other ways Yeats is fike other poets resisting 
imperialism — in his insistence on a new narrative for his people, his anger 
at England’s schemes for Irish partition (and enthusiasm for wholeness), the 
celebration and commemoration of violence in bringing about a new order, 
and the sinuous interweaving of loyalty and betrayal in the nationalist 
setting. Yeats’s direct association with Parnell and O’Leary, with the Abbey 
Theatre, with the Easter Uprising, bring to his poetry what R. P. Blackmur, 
borrowing from Jung, calls “the terrible ambiguity of an immediate experi- 
ence.” 93 Yeats’s work of the early 1920s has an uncanny resemblance to the 
engagement and ambiguities of Darwish’s Palestinian poetry half a century 
later, in its renderings of violence, of the overwhelming suddenness and 
surprises of historical events, of politics and poetry as opposed to violence 
and guns (see his marvelous lyric “The Rose and The Dictionary”), 94 of the 
search for respites after the last border has been crossed, the last sky flown 
in. “The holy centaurs of the hills are vanished,” says Yeats, “I have nothing 
but the embittered sun.” 


One feels in reading the great poems of that climactic period after the 
Easter Uprising of 1916, like “Nineteen Hundred and Nineteen” or “Easter 
1916,” and “September 1913,” not just the disappointments of life commanded 
by “the greasy till” or the violence of roads and horses, of “weasels fighting 
in a hole,” or the rituals of what has been called Blood Sacrifice poetry, but 
also ajt errible new beauty that changes the old political and mor al landsrapp 
Li ke all p oets of decolonization, Yeats struggles to announce the contours 
ofa n imagin^TixTdealxoniTnunnyrcTystallized by TfsTeirsenoroltfvofitse lf 
b ut also of its enemy . ‘‘Imagined community” is apt here, so long as we are 
not obliged alsotoaccepFBenedict Anderson’s mistakenly linear periodiza- 
tions. In the cultural discourses of decolonizatio n, a grea t many languages, 
histories, lormslirct^^ 

ture, t he instability of time , which has to be made and remade by the people 
and its leaders, is a theme one sees in all the genres — spiritual autobiogra- 
phies, poems of protest, prison memoirs, didactic dramas of deliverance. The 
shifts in Yeats’s accounts of his great cycles invoke this instability, as does 
the easy commerce in his poetry between popular and formal speech, folk- 
tale and learned writing. The disquiet of what T. S. Eliot calls the “cunning 
history [and] contrived corridors” of time — the wrong turns, the overlap, the 
senseless repetition, the occasionally glorious moment — furnishes Yeats, as 
it does all the poets and men of letters of decolonization — Tagore, Senghor, 
Cesaire with stern martial accents, heroism, and the grinding persistence 




Yeats and DecoimwMQttfWu. blogspot.com 233 


of “the uncontrollable mystery on the bestial floor.” TJius the writer rises ou t 
of his national environment and gains universal significance. 

In the first vblurne oT speaks of a writers’ 

congress in Madrid held in 1937 in defense of the Republic. “Priceless 
replies” to the invitations “poured in from all over. One was from Yeats, 
Ireland’s national poet; another, from Selma Lagerlof, the notable Swedish 
writer. They were both too old to travel to a beleaguered city like Madrid, 
which was steadily being pounded by bombs, but they rallied to the defense 
of the Spanish Republic.” 95 Just as Neruda saw no difficulty in thinking of 
himself as a poet who dealt both with internal colonialism in Chile and with 
external imperialism throughout Latin America, w e should thi nk of Yeats, 
I believe, as an Irish poet with more than stri ctly local Irish meaning and 
a pplicarion sTNemdS^cceptedTimr as a national poet representing theTrish 
nation in its war against tyranny and, according to Neruda, Yeats responded 
positively to that unmistakably anti-fascist call, despite his frequently cited 
dispositions toward European fascism. 

The resemblance between Neruda’s justly famous poem “El Pueblo” (in 
the 1962 collection Plettos Poderes, translated by Alastair Reid, whose version 
I have used, as Fully Empowered) and Yeats’s “The Fisherman” is striking: in 
both poems the central figure is an anonymous man of the people, who in 


inspires the poet in his work. Yeats: 


It's long since I began 
To call up to the eyes , 
This wise and simple man. 
All day I’d look in the face 
What I had hoped 'twould be 
To write for my own race 
And the reality . 96 


Neruda: 


/ knew that man, and when I could 
when I still had eyes in my head, 
when I still had a voice in my throat, 

I sought him among the tombs and I said to him, 
pressing his arm that still was not dust: 
“Everything will pass, you will still be living. 
You set fire to life. 
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You made what is yours. ” 

So let no one be perturbed when 
I seem to be alone and am not alone; 

I am not without company and I speak for all. 

Someone is hearing me without knowing it, 

But those I sing of, those who know, 

go on being bom and will overflow the world . 97 

The poetic calling develops out of a pact made betwe en people and poet; 
hence the power of such invocations to an actual poem as those provided by 
the figures both men seem to require. 

The chain does not stop there, since Neruda goes on (in “Deber del 
Poeta ) to claim that through me, freedom and the sea/ will call in answer 
to the shrouded heart, and Yeats in "The Tower” speaks of sending imagi- 
nation forth “and calling] images and memories/From ruin or from ancient 
trees. 98 Because such protocols of exhortation and expansiveness are an- 
nounced from under the shadow of domination, we may connect them with 
the narrative of liberation depicted so memorably in Fanon’s Wretched of the 
Earth. For whereas the divisions and separations of the colonial order freeze 
the population’s captivity into a sullen torpor, “new outlets . . . engender 
aims for the violence of colonized peoples.” 99 Fanon specifies the declara- 
tions of rights, clamors for free speech and trades union demands; later, an 
entirely new history unfolds as a revolutionary class of militants, drawn from 
the ranks of the urban poor, outcasts, criminals, and declasses, takes to the 
countryside, there slowly to form cells of armed activists, who return to the 
city for the final stages of the insurgency. 

The extraordinary power of Fanon’s writing is that it is presented as a 
surreptitious counter-narrative to the above-ground force of the colonial 
regime, which in the teleology of Fanon’s narrative is certain to be defeated. 
The difference between Fanon and Yeats is that Fanon’s theoreticaT and ~ 
perhaps even metaphysical narrativ e of anti-imperialist deco lonization is 

i °arEe5' , ^iro5gEou ir^^35iIi ccents an<^^ 

more than a reactive native defensiveness, whose main problern (as Soyinka 
analyzed it) is that it implicitly accepts, and does not go beyond, the basic 
European versus non-European oppositions. Fanon’s is a discourse of that 
anticipated triumph, liberation, that marks the second moment of decoloni- 
zation. Yeat 
! at a threshc 

t ^&E- 9 fl 2 ?h££-PQ £ tS-Q£ji£CQlonizatign^Jik£_Neniiia and Darwish, which h e 
c ould not complete, even though perhaps they could go further than he. One 
might at least give him credit for adumbrating the liberationist and utopian 


Lear Iy--work T by..cQiiixa5.t, . sounds i o n a 1 i s t n ote and stands 

it cannot cross, alth ough he sets a trajector y i n common wi th 
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revolutionism in his poetry that was belied and even cancelled out by his 
later reactionary politics. 

Yeats has often been cited in recent years as someone whose poetry 
warned of nationalist excesses. He is quoted without attribution, for exam- 
ple, in Gary Sick’s book on the Carter administration’s handling of the 
Iranian hostage crisis 1979-1981 (All Fall Down )-, 100 and The New York Times 
correspondent in Beirut in 1975—77, the late James Markham, quoted the 
same passages from “The Second Coming” in an article on the onset of the 
Lebanese civil war in 1976. “Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold” is one 
phrase. The other is “The best lack all conviction, while the worst/Are full 
of passionate intensity.” Sick and Markham both write as American liberals 
alarmed at the revolutionary tide sweeping through a Third World once 
contained by Western power. Their use of Yeats is minatory: remain or- 
derly, or you’re doomed to a frenzy you cannot control. As to how, in an 
inflamed colonial situation, the colonized are supposed to hold the center, 
neither Sick nor Markham tells us, but their presumption is that Yeats, in 
any event, would oppose the anarchy of civil war. It is as if both men had 


night t o take the disorder back to i 
-which is what Chinua Achebe d 


grvention in the hrst 


Fall Apart . 101 

Th e point is that Yeats i s at h is most powerful precisely as he imag ines 
and ren ders that very moment It is helpful to remember that “the Angio- 
Irish conflict” with which Yeats’s poetic oeuvre is saturated was a “model of 
twentieth-century wars of liberation.” 102 His greatest decolonizing works 
concern the birth of v iolence, or the violent birth of change, as in “Leda and 
the Swan,” instants whenTblindmig flash oramrirmrehyisrpresented to his 
colonial eyes — the girl’s rape, and alongside that, the question “Did she put 
on his knowledge with his power/Before the indifferent beak could let her 


ts situates huns 


O.Qlence of change 


is unargua ble but where the resul ts of the violence beseech necessary, if not 
always suffi c ient, reason. H is greatest theme, in the poetry that culminates 
in The Tinner (1928), is how to reconcile the inevitable violence of the colonial 
conflict with the everyday politics of an ongoing national struggle, and also 
how to square the power of the various parties in the conflict with the 
discourse of reason, persuasion, organization, and the requirements of po- 
etry. Yeats’s prophetic perception that a t some point violence cannot b e 
enough and that thestrategies o f politics and reason must c ome into play is, 
to my knowledge, the first important announcement in the context of 
decolonization of the need to balance violent force with an exigent political 
and organizational process. Fanon’s assertion that liberation cannocbe ac- 
complished simply by seizing power/though “Even the wisest man grows 
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fense/With some sort of violence”) 104 comes almost half a century later. 
jtr hat neither Yeats nor Fanon offers a prescription for making a transition 
after decolonization to a period when a new political order achieves moral 
| hegemony is symptomatic of the difficulty that millions of people live with 
| today. 

j ^ is an amazing thing that the problem of Irish liberation not only has 

i continued longer than other comparable struggles, but is so often not re- 

garded as being an imperial or nationalist issue; instead it is comprehended 
| as an g fae t . t ati an _Brit hin the British domini ons. Yet the facts conclusively 

reveal otherwise. Since Spenser’s 1/96 tract on Ireland, a whole tradition of 
British and European thought has considered the Irish to be a separate and 
inferior race, usually unregenerately barbarian, often delinquent and primi- 
tive. Irish nationalism for at least the last two hundred years is marked by 
internecine struggles involving the land question, the Church, the nature of 
! parties and leaders. But dominating the movement is the attempt to regain 

| control of the land where, in the words of the 1916 proclamation that founded 

the Irish Republic, “the right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of 
Ireland, and to the unfettered control of Irish destinies, [is] to be sovereign 
and indefeasible.” 105 

| Yeats cannot be severed from this quest. Regardless of his astounding 

genius, he contributed, as Thomas Flanagan puts it, “in Irish terms, and of 
course in a singularly powerful and compelling manner, that process of 
simultaneous abstraction and reification that, defiant of logic, is the heart 
of nationalism.” 106 And to this work several generations of lesser writers also 
contributed, articulating the expression of Irish identity as it attaches to the 
land, to its Celtic origins, to a growing body of nationalist experiences and 
leaders (Wolfe Tone, Connolly, Mitchel, Isaac Butt, O’Connell, the United 
Irishmen, the Home Rule movement, and so on), and to a specifically 
national literature. 107 Lit erary nationalism also retrospective ly includes 
! iq any forerunners : Thomas Moore, early literary historians like the Abbe 

McGeoghehan and Samuel Ferguson, James Clarence Mangan, the Orange- 
Young Ireland movement, Standish O’Grady. In the poetic, dramatic, and 
scholarly work of today’s Field Day Company (Seamus Heaney, Brian Friel, 
Seamus Deane, Tom Paulin) and of the literary historians Declan Kiberd 
and W. J. McCormack, these “revivals” of the Irish national experience are 
brilliantly reimagined and take the nationalist adventure to new forms of 
verbal expression. 108 

The essential Yeatsian themes sound through the earlier and later liter- 
ary work: the groblgnijaflassuring jthe marriage of knowledge to power, o f 
un^rstandingviolence; interestingly they~are~ also sounded in Gramsci’s 

5 ( alc- Jl 
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roughly contemporary work, undertaken and elaborated in a different con- 
text. In the Irish colonial setting, Yeats seems best able to pose and re-pose 
the question provocatively, using his poetry, Blackmur says, as a technique 
of trouble. 109 And he goes further in the great poems of summation and 
vision like “Among School Children,” “The Tower,” “A Prayer for My 
Daughter,” “Under Ben Bulben,” and “The Circus Animals’ Desertion.” 
These are <poems of genealogy and recap itulation, o f course: telling and 
retelling the story of his life from early nationalist turbulence to the status 
of a senator walking through a classroom and thinking of how Leda 
figured in all their pasts, or a loving father thinking about his child, or a 
senior artist trying to achieve equanimity of vision, or finally, as a long- 
time craftsman somehow surviving the loss (desertion) of his powers, Yeats 
reconstructs his own life poetically as an epitome of the national life. 

These poems reverse the reductive and slanderous encapsulation of Irish 
actualities which, according to Joseph Leerssen’s learned book Mere Irish and 
Fior-Ghael, had been the fate of the Irish at the hands of English writers for 
eight centuries, displacing ahistorical rubrics like “potato-eaters,” or “bog- 
dwellers,” or “shanty people.” 110 Yeats’s poetry joins his people to its history, 
the more imperatively in that as father, or as “sixty-year-old smiling public 
man,” or as son and husband, the poet assumes that the narrative and the 
density of personal experience are equivalent to the experience of his 
people. The references in the closing strophes of “Among School Children” 
suggest that Yeats was reminding his audience that histo ry an d the nati on 
aieun ot separable. anv_ more_than a dance.r....is se parate from the dance . 

The drama of Yeats’s accomplishment in restoring a suppressed history 
and rejoining the nation to it is expressed well by Fanon’s description of the 
situation Yeats had to overcome: “Colonialism is not satisfied merely with 
holding a people in its grip and emptying the native’s brain of all form and 
content By a kind of perverted logic, J t turns to the past of the people, a nd 
distorts, disfigures and destroys it.” 111 Yeats rises from the level of personal 
and folk experience to that of national archetype without losing the im- 
mediacy of the former or the stature of the latter. And his unerring choice 
of genealogical fables and figures speaks to another aspect of colonialism as 
F anon described it: its capacity for separating the individual from his or her 
own instinctual life, breaking the generative lineaments of the national 
identity: 


On the unconscious plane, colonialism therefore did not seek to be 
considered by the native as a gently loving mother who protects her 
child from a hostile environment, but rathe r as a mo ther who u nee as- 
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fund amentally perverse offspring from managing to 
l CQmmjt.i;yidde .and . from giving free rein to its evil i n stincts. The 

! colonial mother protects her child fto matselj, fro m its ego, and from its 

physiology, its biology, and its own unhappiness which is its very 
essence. 

In such a situation the claims of the native intellectual [and poet] are 
j not a luxury but a necessity in any coherent program. The native 

intellectual who takes up arms to defend his nation’s legitimacy, who 
is willing to strip himself naked to s tudy the history of his body, is 
obliged to dissect the heart of his people . 112 

No wonder that Yeats instructed Irish poets to 

Scorn the sort now growing up 
All out of shape from toe to top, 

\ Their unremembmng. hearts and heads 

Base-born products of base beds . 113 

I 

That in the process Yeats ended up creating not individuals but types that 
“cannot quite overcome the abstractions from which they sprang,” again 
j according to Blackmur , 114 is true insofar as the decolonizing program and 

| its background in the history of Ireland’s subjugation are ignored, as 

j Blackmur was wont to do; his interpretations are masterful yetjahistorical. 

| When the coL001aI.xeaJ1.tie s are taken into account, w e get insight and 

ex perience, a nd not merely “ the allegorical simulacrum churned wi th 
action .” 115 

YeatsTFull system of cycles, pernes, and gyres seems important only as 
it symbolizes his efforts to lay hold of a distant and yet orderly reality as a 
refuge from the turbulence of his immediate experience. When in the 
Byzantium poems he asks to be gathered into the artifice of eternity, the 
need for respite from age and from what he would later call “the struggle 
of the fly in marmalade” is even more starkly at work. Otherwise it is difficult 
to read most of his poetry and not feel that Swift’s devastating anger and 
genius were h arnessed by Yeats to li ft the burdens of TreTand’^ colonial 
a ffli££lSnsrTrue, he stopped short of imagining full political liberation, but 
he gave us a major international achievement in cultural decolonization 
nonetheless. 
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( iv ) 

The V oyage In and the Emergence of Opposition 


T he Irish experience and other colonial histories in other pans of the 
contemporary world testify to a new phenomenon: a spiral away and 
extrapol atio n f£Qm. Eu rope and the West. I am not saying that only native 
writers are part of this transformation, but the process begins most prnd nr- 
tivelyjn peripheraXoff^centeTworkthat graduallv enters the West and the n 
requires acknowledgement 

As recently as thirty years ago, few European or Am erican universities 
de voted curricular attention to African literature. Now a healthy interest is 
taken in the works of Bessie Head, Alex La Guma, Wole Soyinka, Nadine 
Gordimer, J. M. Coetzee as lit erature that speaks dnHepend et tfly o f an 
African experience. Similarly it is no longer possible to ignore the workof 
Anta Diop, Paulin Hountondjii, V. Y. Mudimbe, Ali Mazrui in even the most 
cursory survey of African history, politics, and philosophy. True, an ambi- 
ance o f pole mic surrounds this work, but that is only because one cannot 
leakaiMkan writing except as embedded in its political circumstances, o f 
w hich the history o fim peri alism andjasisianfietgj^^ 
i mportant. This is not to say that African culture is any less cultural than, 
say, French or British culture, but that i t is hard er to render invisible the 
po litics of African culture . “Africa” is still a site of cont^ion^we can 
telfwhen we note tKaFIts scholars, like those of the Middle East, are put 
into categories based on the old imperialist politics — pro-liberation, anti- 
apartheid, and so on. A set of alliances, or i ntellectual formation s, thus 
connects the English work of Basil Davidson with the politics of Amflcar 
Cabral, for example, to produce oppositional and independent scholarship. 

Nevertheless, many constituent parts of the West’s major cultural forma- 
tions, of which this “peripheral” work is one, have been histo rically hidden in 
and by imperialism’s consolidating vision. One is reminded of Maupassant 
enjoying a daily lunch at the Eiffel T ower because it was the only place in Paris 
where he did not have to look at the i mposing structure. E ven now, since most 
accounts of European cultural history take little notice of the empire, and the 
great novelists especially are analyzed as if they were completely aloof from it, 
today’s scholar and critic is accustomed to accept without noticing their 
imperial attitudes and references along with their authoritative centrality. 
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Yet it bears repeating that no matter how apparently complete the domi- 
nance of an ideology or social system, there are always gnipg jo be par ts of 
tfeg_§flcia.Lcitpfin£PC g that it does not cover and control . From i-hese- paja^ 
very fr equently comes opposition, both self-co nscious and dialectical. This 
is not as complicated as it sounds. ^ OppoHdonTo^THominant structure arises 
out of a perceived, perhaps even militant awareness on the part of individu- 
als and groups outside and inside it that, for example, certain of its policies 
are wrong. As the major studies of Gordon K. Lewis (Slavery, Imperialism, and 
Freedom) and Robin Blackburn (The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery, 1776-1848) 
show, 116 an e xtraordinary amalgam of metropolitan individuals and move - 
ments — millenarians, revivalists, do-gooders, political radicals, cynical 
planters^ and canny politicians — contributed to the decline and end of the 
sl ave trade by th e 1840s. And far from'there being a single unopposed British" 
coIoHIaTmtefest running directly from, say, the Hanoverians to Queen 
Victoria, historical research that might be called revisionist or oppositional 
has shown a variegated contest of interests. Scholars TiT^Te^ 

Basil Davidson, Terence Ranger, and E. P. Thompson among others pre- 
mised their work on the paradigm given by the cultural and political resis- 
tance within imperialism. Thus British historians of colonial India and Africa, 
for example, came to write oppositional histories of those territories in 
sympathetic alliance with local forces there, cultural as well as political, who 
were considered nationalist and anti-imperialist. As Thomas Hodgkin notes, 
having explained the rise and subsequent effects of imperialism, thesejntel- 
lectuals tried--to-_shi3W_‘‘Ji0JLJhis~xi iti re system of relationships, and the 
atttfudgs_arisi ng therefrom, _ can be a bolished or transformed.” 117 


quickly to be rnade. There was a lively European debate dating from at least 
the mid— eighteenth century on the merits and demerits of holding colonies. 
Behind it were the earlier positions of Bartolom6 de las Casas, Francisco de 
Vitoria, Francisco Suarez, Camoens, and the V atican, on the rights of native 
peoples and European abuses. Most French Enlightenment thinkers, among 
them Diderot and Montesquieu, subscribed to the Abbe Raynal’s opposition 
to slavery and colonialism; similar views were expressed by Johnson, Cow- 
per, and Burke, as well as by Voltaire, Rousseau, and Bernardin de St. Pierre. 
(A useful compilation of their thoughts is in Marcel Merle, L Anticolonialisme 
Europeen de Las Casas a Karl Aiarx.y 18 During the nineteenth century, if we 


.their manat 


QLand mismanase- 


exclude rare exc eptions like the D 
nies usually turned on their profitafc 


ment, a nd on theoretical questions such as whether and how colonialism 
might be squared with laissez-faire or tariff policies; a n imperi alist and Euro - 
ce ntric frame wor k js. jmjilici i l v ac cep ted. Much of the discussion is both 
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obscure, and, as Harry Bracken and others have shown, ambiguous, even 
contradictory on the deeper questions concerning the ontological status, 
as it were, of European domination of non-Europeans. 119 Liberal anti- 
colonialists, in other words, take the humane position that ^oionieFand 
s lavfcs ought not "too seVeTelV'tolie n iledorheTd. but— -in thecaseof 
Enlightenment philosophers — do not dispute the fundamental superiority of 
W este rn man or, in some cases, of the white race. 

This view insinuated itself into the heart of the nineteenth-century disci- 
plines and discourses dependent on knowledge observed and collected 
within the colonial setting. 120 But the period of decolonization is different. 
It is a matter qf a changing cultural situation rather than completely di stinct 
periods: just as nationalist or anti-imperial resistance in the colonies gr|du- 


n umber of ant i-i mperialist forces. One of the earliest and perhaps the most 
famous of the systematic European critiques — J. A. Hobson’s Imperialism: A 
Study (1902) — attacks imperialism for its heartless economics, its export of 
capital, its alliance with ruthless forces, and its facade of well-meaning 
“civilizing” pretexts. Yet the book offers no critique of the notion of the 
“lower races,” an idea Hobson finds acceptable. 121 Similar views were ad- 
vanced by Ramsay MacDonald, certainly a critic of British imperialist prac- 
tices but not opposed to imperialism as such. 

No one has studied the anti-imperialist movement in Britain and France 
better than A. P. Thornton (The Imperial Idea and Its Enemies), Bernard Porter 
(Critics of Empire), and Raoul Girardet in his L 'Idee coloniale en France. Two 
main characteristics mark their summaries: cer tainly there were late- 
nineteenth-centurv intellectua ls (Wilfrid Scawen Blunt and William Mor- 
ris) who were totally opposed to imperialism, but they were far from influ- 
ential;, many of those who were, like Mary Kingsley and the Liverpool 
school, were self-described imperialists and jingoists yet remorselessly se- 
vere about the abuses and cruelties of the system. In other words, there was 
no overall condemnation of imperialism until — and this is mv point — after 


(A footnote to this is worth registering: like Tocqueville on Algeria, 
Eu ropean intellec tuals were prone to attack the abuses of rival empires, 
while either mitigati ng or excusing tHe^pfacrices - of their own ll2 Thi<; i.‘; rhp 
reason why 1 insist both on how modern empires replicate one another, 
despite their disclaimers about being different, and on the necessity of a 
rigorously anti-imperialist position. The United States was routinely turned 
to by many nationalist parties and leaders in the Third World because, 
through World War Two, it was openly anti-imperialist. As late as the 1950s 
and early 1960s, U.S. policy on Algeria shifted such as to alter the cordiality 
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of Franco- American relations quite considerably, all because the United 
States disapproved of French colonialism. Yet in general the United States 
after World War Two considered itself responsible for many parts of the 
Third World which the British and French had evacuated [Vietnam, of 
course, is the main instance], 123 and, because of an exceptional history based 
on the legitimacy of an anti-colonial revolution, largely exempt from the 
charge that in its own way it began to resemble Britain and France. Doc- 




trines of cv 


ural exceptionalisn 


tog ether too abundant.] 


The second characteristic, especially brought out in Girardet, is that mily 
after n ationalists firs t took the lead in the imperial territories, then expa triate 
i ntellectuals and act ivists, di d there develop ^sig nificant an ti-colonial move- 
ment in th e metropo lis. To Girardet writers like Aime Cesaire and then 
Fanon represent a somewhat suspicious “revolutionary messianism,” but 
they did spur Sartre and other Europeans openly to oppose French colonial 
policy in Algeria and Indochina during the ltjyos. 124 From those initiatives 
came others: hu manist opposition to colonial practices like torture and 
dep ortatio n, a new awareness of the global end- of-empire era and, with it, 
r edefinitions of national purposeT and. not least in the Cold Wa7years7 
various defenses of the “Free World” that entailed winning over post- 
colonial natives via cultural journals, trips, and seminars. A far from negligi- 
ble part was played by the Soviet Union and by the United Nations, not 
al ways in g ood faith, and in the case of the former not for altruistic reasons; 
nearly every successful Third World liberation movement after World War 
Two was helped by the Soviet Union’s counter-balancing influence against 
the United States, Britain, France, Portugal, and Holland. 

M ost histories of European aesthetic modernism leave out the massiv e 
in fusions of non-European cultures into the metropolitan heartland during 
the^arly^ears^ifiJusxentuqt, despite the patently important influence they 
had on modernist artists like Picasso, Stravinsky, and Matisse, and on the 
very fabric of a society that largely believed itself to be homogenously white 
and Western. In t he interwar period students from India. Senegal. Vietnam, 
an d the Caribbean flocked to Lond on amLBaris; 125 journals, reviews, and 
political associations formed — one thinks of the pan-African congresses in 
England, magazines like Cri des negres, parties like the Union des Travail- 
leurs Negres established by expatriates, dissidents, exiles, and refugees, who 
paradoxically work better in the heart of the empire than in its far-flung 
domains, or of the invigoration provided African movements by the Harlem 
Renaissance. 126 A common anti-imperialist experience wa sjelr, with new 
associations betw een Euro peans, A mericans, and non-Europe ans. jand they 
tran sformed (fisaplines ancT gave voice to new ideas that unalterably 
changed that structure of attitude and reference which had endured for 
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generations within European culture. The cross-fertiiizatidriHbetween Afri- 
can nationalism as represented by George Padmore,Kkmmah, C.L.R. James 
on the one hand, and, on the other the emergence of a new literary style in 
the works of Cesaire, Senghor, poets of the Harlem Renaissance like Claude 
McKay and Langston Hughes, is a central part of the global history of 
modernism. 

re quired t oj ake a ccou ntofthe contribution to modernism of decolonization, 
resista nc e cul ture. _antLthe. lite rature of opposition to imperia lism. Although, 
as I said, the adjustment has still not fully taken place, there are good reasons 
for thinking that it has started. Many defenses of the West today are in fact 
defensive, as if to acknowledge that the old imperial ideas have been seri- 
ously challenged by the works, traditions, and cultures to which poets, 
scholars, political leaders from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean have contrib- 
uted so greatly. Moreover, what Foucault has called subjugated knowledges 
have erupted across the field once controlled, so to speak, by the Judeo- 
Christian tradition; and those of us who live in the West have been deeply 
affected by th e rema rkable outpouring of first-rate literature and scholarship 
e manating from tl^post-colomarw~oTrj ,TTocale^ 
places of the earth” in ConradVfamous description, but once again the site 
of vigorous cultural effort. To speak today of Gabriel Garcia Mfirquez, 
Salman Rushdie, Carlos Fuentes, Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, Faiz 
Ahmad Faiz, and many others like them is to speak of a fairly novel 
emergent culture unthinkable without the earlier work of partisans like 
C.L.R. James, George Antonius, Edward Wilmot Blyden, W.E.B. Du Bois, 
Jose Marti. 

I want to discuss one fairly discrete aspect of this powerful impinge- 
ment — that is, the work of intellectuals from the colonial or peripheral 
regions who wr^j£qn_aiL^lifliperiaP~lgiiguag e, who felt themselves o rgani - 
c ally related to the mass resistance to empire, and who set themselves t he 
re visionist, critical task of de al i ngfo^ culture - 

using the tec hniques, dis courses, and we apons o f scholarship and criticis m 
o nce reserved exclusively for the European. Their work is, on its merits, 
only apparently dependent (and by no means parasitic) on mainstream 
Western discourses; the result of its originality and creativity has been the 
transformation of the very terrain of the disciplines. 

A general, quasi-theoretical account of the phenomenon I shall be dis- 
cussing occurs in Ra ymon d- Willi a m sls Culture fio8i). In the chapter on what 
he calls “Formations,” Williams begins by discussing guilds, professions, 
clubs, and movements, and then proceeds to the more complex issues of 
schools, factions, dissidents, and rebels. All these, he says, “relate to develop- 
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twentieth-centiir 


European lit! 


ments within a single national social order.” In the twentieth century, 
however, new international or para-national formations occur, and t hey 
have .ten ded to be ava nt-gard e in the metropolitan cente r. To some extent 
these para-formations — Paris 1890-1930, New York 1940-1970 — are the result 
of newly effective marke tforces th at inter nationalize culture — for instan ce. 
‘‘Westejn..nui_skJljw entieth-cen^rv art,~European literature . But more in- 
terestingly “contributors to avant-garde movements were immigrants fp 
su ch, jl metropolis. n ot only from oudying national regions but from other 
and smaller national cultures, now seen as culturally provinc ial in relation 
to the metropolis.” Williams’s example is Apollinaire, although he writes of 
“the sociology of metropolitan encounters and associations between immi- 
grants” and mainstream groups, which “create especially favorable support- 
ive conditions for dissident groups.” 127 

Williams concludes by saying that it is still not certain whether such 
encounters produce effects of “sh arp and even violent hreaks with tradi- 
t ional practices (a dissidence or revolt rather than a literal avant-garde)” or 
whether they are absorbed into_a n d become a part of the “dominant cultur e 
ofj L succeeding metropolitan and paranational period .” Yet if we historicize 
and politicize Williams’s argument at the outset and then put it into the 
historical setting of imperialism and anti-imperialism, a number of factors 
become clear. First, anti-imperialist intellectual and scholarly work done by 


nalist inti 


1 and scholar!' 


writers from the penpneries who nave immigrated to or are visiting the 
metropolls .is_ usually an extension into the metropolis of large-scale mass 
movements. O ne vivid expression of this occurred during the Algerian war, 
when the FLN called France the Seventh Wilaya, the other six constituting 
Algeria proper, 128 thus moving the contest over decolonization from the 
peripheries to the ce nter. Sec ond, these incursions concern the samp arpa s 
o F^perielic^ culture, history ^,and.iiadition .hi.therto..CQiimian de d unila t er- 
ally by the metropolitancenter. When Fanon wrote his books, he intended 
to taTE about nie experience of colonialism as seen by a Frenchman, from 
within a French space hitherto inviolable and now invaded and re-examined 
critically by a dissenting native. There is thus a n overlap an d interdepe n- 
dence that cannot theoretically be described as only^tjhe reactive assertion 
oflTseparate colonial or native identity. Last, thesey yqyaggr w Re present, I 
Relieve, a st ill unreso lved con tradiction or discre pancy wit hin metrop olitan 
C1 f'f ^ re > ’^^^ ^ ^^K^^ ( T t ad ( m3iIuticin,andavoidance partlvacknowl- 
edg^and^iardyirefases the effort ~ 

The voyage in, then, constitufes an especially interesting variety of hybrid 
c SiSj£. a ^ wor k- A qd that it exists at aU is-a-signof adversarial i nternatio nalTza" 
tionji n an age of con tinued im p erial .^intCUir es^ N o longer does the logos 
dwelTexclusivelyTasTt were, InLondon and Paris. No longer does history 
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run unilaterally, as Hegel believed, from east to west, or from south to north, 
becoming more sophisticated and developed, less primitive and backward as 
it goes. Instead, th e weapons of criticis m have become part of the histor ical 
legac y of empire , in which the separatio ns and exclusions of “ divide and 
rule” are -erased and surp ris i ng n ew co nfigurations spring up. 

Each of the four texts I want to discuss belongs specifically to a particular 
historical moment: the first two are C.L.R. James 's_The_Bl^k^acob[ns, pub- 
lished in 1938, and, appearing at almost the same time, George_Antonius’s 
The Arab Awakening . The first is about a late-eighteenth-century Black Carib- 
b ean insurrection, the other afaflHLa jrecent Arab one; botTdeaT^with events 
in the pasjjn whose pattern, protagonist, and antagonist the writer is con- 
ceftlScTto detect a native or colonial reality that was ignored or betrayed by 
Europe. Both writers are brilliant stylists, remarkable men (and in the case 
of James a sportsman), whose early formation in British co lonial schools 
hrought forth a wonderful appreciation o f English cu lture as well as seriou s 
disagreements with it. Both books now seem remarkably prescient, James 
forecasting an unbroken history of agonized and still profoundly unsettled 
Caribbean life, Antonius just as precisely forecasting today’s front-page 
stories and shocking televised scenes from the Middle East, as the situation 
in Palestine-Israel remains fraught, having already resolved itself adversely 
from the Arab point of view with the establishment of Israel in 1948, an 
eventuality predicted with dire forebodings by Antonius ten years before the 
fact. 

Whereas the James and Antonius books were intended as serious works 
of scholarship and advocacy addressed from within a national movement for 
independence to a general audience, my other two works t Ranajit Guha’s 
A Jjule ofProOerty jdrJtemaLiysi&T?) and S. H. Alatas’s The Myth of the La z y Native 
( 1977)^ - a re post-c olonial and specialist, addressing a smaller audience about 
more specific issuesr Botfo'these books, the former by a Bengali political 
economist, the latter by a Malaysian Muslim historian and social theorist, 
show their authors’ assiduous archival research and scrupulously up-to-date 
documentation, argument, and generalization. 

Guha’s book is, in a manner that later post-structuralist writers (including 
Guha himself) recognize, an archeological and deconstructive study o f how 
the 1826 Act of Permanent Settlement for Bengal — according to which the 
British regulated rents and revenues iii Bengal with unvarying precision — 
derived from a complex background ofPhysiocratic and Ideological thought 
in Europe that had been pressed into service in Bengal in the late eighteenth 
century by Philip Francis. Alatas’s book, as startlingly original in its own way 
as Guha’s, also details hflwJEutopean colonialism c reated an object, in thi s 
case t he lazv na tive, who perf ormed a crucial function in the calculations 
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a nd advocacies of what Matas c alls colo nial capitalism This native, sub- 
jected to astringent rules and an exacting discipline, was meant, in the words 
of Sinbaldo de Mas, a Spanish official who in 184.3 was entrusted with keeping 
the Philippines as a Spanish colony, to be sustained “in an intellectual and 
moral state that despite their numerical superiority t hey may weigh 
■Tglitically-thaii-^b ar of gold”; 129 this native was talked about, analyzed, 
abuged^and wor ked, fed with b ad food and witLomum. separated from h.o 
( 1 Li 3 e LP-Sfflr a i en vironm ent, covered with a di scourse whose purpose was to 
W 4tinLindu aBO^ “GamEGn^opiun^ 

inhuman labour conditions, one-sided legislation, acquisition of tenancy 
rights belonging to the people, forced labour, were all in one way or another 
woven into the fabric of colonial ideology and given an aura of respectabil- 
ity. Those outside it were derided.” 130 

The contrast between James and Antonius on the one hand and Guha and 
Alatas on the other is not only that the earlier writers were more immedi- 
ately involved in contemporary politics, whereas the later two care a great 
deal about scholarly disputes in post-colonial India and Malaysia, but that 
itself has changed the terms. indeed the very nature of 
fhg_|rgurnejir Jor jatnes and A n to niu sjh.e.WQrld_ o f discourse Inhabited by 
nauvesfflThe-C^ribbean andjhe Arab Orient during thejgjos was honorably 
^ est- Toussaint L’Ouverture, says James, could not 
have argued the way fie Tid were it not for the Abbe Raynal, other Ency- 
clopedists, and the great Revolution itself: 

in the hour of danger T oussaint, uninstructed as he was, could find the 
language and accent of Diderot, Rousseau and Raynal, of Mirabeau, 
Robespierre and Danton. And in one respect he excell ed t hem all. F or 
even these masters of the spoken and written word, owing to the class 
complications of their society, too often had to pause, to hesitate, to 
qualify. Toussaint could defend the freedom of the blacks without 
reservation, and this gave to his declaration a strength and a single- 
mindedness rare in the great documents of the time. The French 
bourgeoisie could not understand it. Rivers of blood were to flow before 
they understood that elevated as was his tone Toussaint had written 
neither bombast nor rhetoric but the simple and sober truth. 131 

In this wonderful description of a man completely internalizing the literal 
truth of the universalist sentiments propounded by the European Enlighten- 
ment, James shows Toussaint’s sincerity and also his latent flaw, his willing- 
ness to trust European declarations, to see them as literal intentions rather 
j than class and history-determined remarks of interests and groups. 
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Antonius developed much the same theme; his chronicle of the Arab 
awakening, n urtured by Britain early in our own century, focuses on how the 
Arabs, after liberating themselves from the Ottomans in 1917 and 1918, took 
British promises for Arab independence as the literal tru th. Antonius’s ac- 
count of Sherif Hussein’s correspondence with Sir Henry McMahon, in 
which the British official promised his people independence and sover- 
eignty, corresponds to James’s description of how Toussaint grasped and 
acted upon the Declarations of the Rights of Man. Yet for Antonius, who 
writes as a partisan of both the Arabs and the British — a classic case of 
interdepen dence if there ever was one — it is deliberate subterfuge, ascribed 
neither to classes nor to history but to dishonor, whicHlorliimTias the force 
of catastrophe. 


There is little doubt that the verdict of history will substantially en- 
dorse the Arab view. Whatever else may be said of the San Remo 
decisions [of spring 1920, in which “the whole of the Arab Rectangle 
lying between the Mediterranean and the Persian frontier was to be 


placed under mandatory rule”] they did violate the general principles 
proclaimed and the specific promises made by the Allies, and more 


particularly by Great Britain. The purport of the pledges given in 
secret is now known: what with that and the assurances made publicly, 
t he student h asaj l the relevant m aterMfo r a judgement . It was on the 
strength of those promises that the Arabs had come into the War and 


made their contribution and their sacrifices; and that fact alone sufficed 


to turn the corresponding obligation into a debt of honour. What the 
San Remo conference did was, in effect, to ignore the debt and come 
to decisions which, on all the essential points, ran counter to the wishes 
of the peoples concerned. 132 


It would be wrong to downplay the differences between James and An- 
tonius, separated as they are not only by ideology and race, but by tempera- 
ment and education. Still, tfr e same sadness, disappoint ment, and unrequited 
hQj 3 eimgej.UimiSta.kably„m...thfi.iX-pr o s e. and both men b elonged to, and were 
s haped by, the politics of decolonization. Ja mes belonged tolhe lower 
middle class in Trinidad; he was an autodidact, athlete, and ever — as I was 
able to see for myself when I visited him, then aged eighty-six, in Brixton 


in June 1987 — the precocious schoolboy, with the revolutionary’s interest in 
history, politics, and theory, and the intellectual’s attentiveness to ideas, 
contradictions, and the sheer sporty adventurousness of good literature, 


music, and conversation. Antonius, as Albert Hourani has memorably de- 
scribed him, 133 belonged to an older, more worldly class of Levantine Syri- 
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ans resident for a time in Egypt (where he attended Victoria College, a 
school I myself attended); he was graduated from Cambridge University. 
When he wrote The Arab Awakening, Antonius was in his forties (he died in 
1942, aged about fifty); James was a full decade younger. Whereas- Antanius 
had had a rich career as a confidant of high British office rs, as adviser to 
major Arab leaders and elites from Hussein and Faysal to Faris Nimr and 
Haj Amin al-Husayni, as heir to decades of Arab nationalist thought and 
activity, and was, a woiMv-man-addressin g other worldly men in position s 
of power. Tames, newly arrived in England, worked as a cricket correspo n- 
dent; he was a Black, a Marxist, a great public speaker and organizer; above 


gent; ne was a cia cK, a Marxist, ^ great public speaker and organizer; abo ve 
afl lie-was-a-rev.QlutiQnary-Steeped-in African. Caribbea n, and Black national - 
ism. The Black Jacobins was first presented not as a book but as an acting 
" vehicle in London for Paul Robeson; during the performances of the play, 
Robeson and James alternated the parts of Toussaint and Dessalines. 134 

Despite the differences between the indigent and itinerant West Indian 
Black Marxist historian and the more conservative, highly educated, and 
brilliantly well-connected Arab, both addressed their work . to a world the y 
considered“their“own,-^gyen if thatvery European world oT'power and 
colonial domination exclud edTto some degree suEiugate^ disaj> 

pointed them. They addressed that world from-wkfrmk v and on cultural 
grounds they disputed and challenged its authority by presenting alternative 
versions of it, dramatically, argumentatively, and intimately. There is no 
sense in their work of their standing outside the Western cultural tradition, 
however much they articulate the adversarial experience of colonial and/or 
non-Western peoples. Well after nigritude. Black nationalism, and the nativ- 
ism of the 1960s and 1070s. la mes stubbornly supponed the/Western heritage 
at the same time that he belonged to the insurrectionary anti-imperialist 
moment which he shared with Fanon, Cabral, and Rodney. In an interview 
he said: 


How-a m i to retu mJxi. mon- European ro ots? If it means that Caribbean 1 
writers today should be aware that there are emphases in their writing \ 
that we owe to non-European, oon»Shakespearean roots, and the past 
in music that is -not-Beethoven. that I agree. But I don’t like them posed 
there in the way they have been posed either-or. I don’t think so. I think 
both of them. And fundamentally we are a people whose literacy and 
aesthetic past is rooted in Western European civilisation. 135 


And if in his masterful account of the rise of Arab nationalism Antonius 
stresses the capital importance of the rediscovery of the Arabic language and 
the classical Islamic heritage (most often through the work of Christian 
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thinkers like himself, an emphasis that subsequent historians have criticized 
as exaggerated), he also insists that the Arabic tradition is in no essential way 
in conflict with the Western one. There is instead parturition and filiation 
between them, as, for example, he explains in the following important 
passage: 

The educational activities of the American missionaries in that early 
period [the 1850s and 1860s] had, among many virtues, one outstanding 
merit; they gave the pride of place to Arabic, and, once they had 
committed themselves to teaching in it, put their shoulders with vigour 
to the task of providing an adequate literature. In that, they were the 
pioneers; and because of that, the intellectual effervescence which 
marked the first stirrings of the Arab revival owes most to their 
labours. 136 


its overseas 


No such ha rpKmhous.. coi ncidence between the West and its overseas 
colonies is observed in the work of G uha and Alata s. The colonial wars and 
the protracte/l poirticaTand m conflicts thereafter have intervened. 
And if direct political control has disappeared, economic , p olitical an d 
sometimes^ military domination, accompanied by c ultural hegemony — the 
force of rulingTn 3 r,“as"'Gfairrisci calls them, d i t eeny c (dirigente ) ideas — 
emanating from the West and exerting pow er over t he peripheral world, has 
sust ai neJlF One o 7 thelh arpes t attacks in Alatas’s The Myth of the Lazy Native 
is against those Malaysians who continue to reproduce in their own thinking 
the colonial ideology that created and sustained the “lazy native” idea. In 
passages that recall Fanon’s strictures against the nationalist bourgeoisie, 
Alatas shows how residues of colonial capitalism remain in t he -thought, of 
the newly autonomous Malays, confining them — those, that is, who have not 
become self-conscious in methodology and aware of the class affiliations that 
affect thought — to t he categories o f “colonial ca pitalist thought. ” Thus, he 
continues. 


The f alse consciousne ss distorts the reality. The Malay ruling party 
inherited the rule from the British without a struggle for independence 
such as that which took place in Indonesia, India and the Philippines. 
As such there was also no ideological struggle. There was no intellec- 
tual break with British ideological thinking at the deeper level of 
thought The leadership of this party were recruited from the top 


M alay school teachers and civxTliefv^ professionals as- 

sociated with it did not set the pattern. 137 
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Guha is no less concerned with the problematic of continuity and discon- 
tinuity, but for him the issue has autobiographical resonances, given his own 
profoundly self-conscious methodological preoccupations. How is one to 


j stuay tne maian pasLj j? radicaji y^aaectetUy BqgsjMxuKgr noua-the- 
\/p JjC. b ut concretely when one is a modern Indian wh ose origi n, upbring- 

ine, and family reality historically depended on that nower? How can onp 


infc anajamil y reality H istor ically depended on that ppwer? How can one 
see that relationship after Indian independence when one had been of, rather 
than outside, it? Guha’s predicament is resolved in an intellectual strategy 
that dramatizes the strict otherness of British rule, which gave rise not only 
to the Act of Permanent Settlement but also to his own class: 


iepended on that 





In his early youth the author, like many others of his generation in 
Bengal, grew up in tke-shadaw-ofithe-Pen nanent Settlement: h is liveli- 
hood, like that of his family, was derived from remote estates they had 
never visited; his education was orientated by the needs of a colonial 
bureaucracy recruiting its cadre from among the scions of Lord Corn- 
wallis’s beneficiaries; his world of culture was strictly circumscribed by 
the values of a middle class living off the fat of the land and divorced 
from the indigenous culture of its peasant masses. He had therefore 
learnt to regard the Permanent Settlement as a charter of social and 
economic stagnation. Subsequently, as a post-graduate student of Cal- 
cutta University he read about the anti-feudal ideas of Philip Francis 
and was at once faced with a question which the text-books and the 
academics could not answer for him. How was it that the quasi-feudal 
land settlement of 1793 had originated from the ideas of a man who was 
a great admirer of the F rench Revolution? One could not know from 
the history books that such a contradiction existed and had to be 
explained. The manuals were satisfied that the good work England had 
done in India represented a series of successful experiments which had 
little to do with the ideas and prejudices inherited by the rulers from 
their European background. This view of British policy as a “rootless 
blossom” is not confirmed by the history of the land law that had the 
longest life under the raj. The author hopes that he has been able to 
locate the origins of the Permanent Settlement in that confluence of 
ideas where the two mainstreams of English and French thought 
merged in the second half of the eighteenth century. 138 

An act of s eparation re peats the basic gesture of decolonisation . By under- 
stan^nigTHartheideology that produced Permanent Settlement in India 
derived historically from French and British sources, and by seeing that his 
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0 wn class heritage stemmed not from the land but from the structure of 
colonial power, Guha can thereafter detach himself intellectually. As it is for 
"Slafasrffiro^for&aha is(critique,)notthe dutiful replication of colonialist 
objects, ideologiesTand~affflImen^ri n subsequent workTfrotlTrneTrconcen- 
trate on trying to rescue the suppressed native voice from colonial history, 
and to derive new historiographical insights not only into the past but into 
the very weaknesses in native society that made it for so long vulnerable to 
schemes like the Act of Permanent Settlement. 

In the introductory essay tqJiubaltem-Studies, a series of collective volumes 
by like-minded colleagues launched under his aegis in 1982, Guha remarks 
that the “ unhistorical historiography ” of colonial India left out “the politics 
o f the people” in favor of the nationalistelit es creit^ 

“the historic failure of the nation to come into its own, ^ whiclTmSkes “the 
study of this failure [what] constitutes the central problematic of the histori- 
ography of colonial India.” 139 

Metr opolitan cul tur e, in short, can now be seen to have suppressed th p 
a uthent ic elements in colonized society. It is not simply that Alatas and 
SuhT are academic specialists, but that, after several decades of indepen- 
dence, the relationship between cultures is perceived as radically antitheti - 
cal. O ne sign of this new post-war perception is the gradual disappearance 
of narrative. The subjects of The Arab Awakening and The Black Jacobins 
are mass movements led by extraordinary leaders. There are gripp ing , 
even noble stories here, of the rise of popular resistance movements — the 
slave revolt in Santo Domingo, the Arab revolt — grand narratives, in Jean- 
Frangois Lyotard’s terms, of enlightenment and emancipation. No such 
stories animate the pages of Alatas and Guha. 

O ne strikingly _simi lar aspec t of both the earlier b ooks is that th ey are 
meant to enlarg ejft e . a w ar e nes s of Weste rn readers, for whom the narrated 7 ^ 
events were previously recounted by metropolitan witnesses. James’s task is 
to produce a narrative of the French Revolution that incorporates events in 
France and overseas, and so for him Toussaint and Napoleon are the two 
great figures produced by the Revolution. The Arab Awakening is, in all sorts 
of fascinating ways, designed to restrict and counteract the very famous 
account of the Arab Revolt written and much vaunted by T. E. Lawrence 
in The Seven Pillars of Wisdom. Here at last, Antonius seems to be saying, the 
Arabs, their leaders and warriors and thinkers, c. an tell their own storv. Ir is 
an aspect of their generous historical vision that both James and Antonius 
offer aiga fternative narrative that ca n be read as part of a story alrea dy 
well-kno wn to European audie n~c^-Rt-n^ from a 

na tive point of vieiy . And of course both men write from the standpoint of 
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an ongoing mass political straggle — “Negro revolution” in James’s case 
Arab nationalism in Antonius’s. The enemy is still the same, Europe and the 
West. 

One problem with Antonius’s book is that because he is principally 
focussed on the political events in which he himself was so involved, he 
^ithg r scants or do e s not adequately ass gss jhfij ast cultural revival in the~ 
AiaLandJsl amic world that preceded his own period. La ter historians — A. 
L. Tibawi, Albert Hourani, Hisham Sharabi, Bassam Tibi, Mohammad Abed 
al-Jabry — offer a more precise and wider account of this revival, and of its 
awareness (already present in Jabarti) of Western imperial impingement on 
Islam. 140 Writers like the Egyptian Tahtawi or the Tunisian Khayr al-Din, 
or the crucial late-nineteenth-century religious pamphleteers and reformers 
who include Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad Abduh, emphasize 
the importance of developing a revitalized independent culture to resist the 
West, to match it technologically, to be able to develop a coherently indige- 
nous Arab-Islamic identity. Such an important study as A. A. Duri’s The 
Historical Formation of the Arab Nation (1984) 141 carries that story into the 
classical Arab nationalist narrative of an integral nation, pursuing its own 
development in spite of such obstacles as imperialism, internal stagnation, 
economic underdevelopment, political despotism. 

In all these works, including Antonius’s, the nfflaadsajaxjgresses from 


ationa list revival, indet 


m g r esses from 
nt state forma- 


tiQnt-and..cuJotfaf-autQi iomv in anxious partnership with die West. This is 
very far from a triumphalist story. Lodged at its heartTsolo^peak, is a 
complex of hopg,-betra,y al, and bi t ter disappointme nt; the discourse of Arab 
nationalism today carries this complex along with it. The result is a n unful- 
fiilsd-3BdTncQm plete culture , expressing itself in a fragmented language of 
torment, angry insistence, often uncritical condemnation of outside (usually 
Western) enemies. PostsCokmiaL Arab states-th us have tw o choices: many. 


QSI r jC Q lo n i a LArab states-th us have two choices: many , 

.. retain the pan-A r ab inflection, using it to .justify- -a 

nationa l security state that has swall owed up civ il society almost 


; others, l ike Saudi Arabia, 


_____ orocco, while r etaining as- 

p ects of the first alternative, hav e devolved intO-a regiorral or-loGaLnational- 
is.m whos e political culrure Has not T believe deyeloped beyond d ependen ce 
on_the^ metropolitan W est. Both alternatives, implicit in The Arab Awakening 
are at odds with Antonius’s own preference for dignified and integral 
autonomy. 

In James’s case, The Black Jacobins bridges an important cultural and 
political gap between Caribbean, specifically Black, history on the one hand, 
and European history on the other. Yet it too is fed by more currents and 
flows in a wider stream than even its rich narrative may suggest. At about 


jl jj (JJiajll jb r-*-* 
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the same time James composed A History of Negro Revolt (1938), whose purpose 
was “ to give his toric al depth to the process of resist ance itself,” in Walter 
Rodney’s brilliant description of the work. 142 Rodney notes that James 
acknowledged the long-standing (if usually unsuccessful) resistance to 
colonialism in Africa and the Caribbean that went unrecognized by colonial 
historians. Again like that of Antonius, his work was an adjunct to his 
engagement with and commitment to African and West Indian political 
struggle, a commitment that took him to the United States, to Africa (where 
his life-long friendship with George Padmore and a mature association with 
Nkrumah were crucial to the formation of politics in Ghana, as is clear from 
his highly critical study Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution ), then to the West 
Indies again, and finally to England. 

Al though lames was an anti-Stalinist dialectician, lik e Antonius’s , his 
critical attitude to the West as imperial center never kept him from under- 
standing itrcuTtufaTachievements, or fro m criticiz ing failings of the Blaick 
partisans (l ike Nkrumah! he sup ported. He lived longer^^ of 

course, but, as his opinions expanded and changed, as he added more areas 
of experience to his liberationist concerns, as he entered and exited from 
polemics and controversies, he kept a steady focus on (the phrase keeps 
turning up) the" storf. He saw the central pattern of politics and history in 
linear terms— Du Bois to Fandii,” “fromTous^ 
his basic metaphor is that of sa voyage taken by ideas and peo ple; those who 
were slaves and subservient classes could first become the immigrants and 
then the principal intellectuals of a diverse new society. 

In tjie^wnrk _nf_ Gnha and Alatas. that narra tive sense of the hum an 
adyenruis..k.r.eplaced with ^n^oth men bring to light the unattractive 
strategies that went along wffnthe pretensions of imperialism, its now 
completely discredited ideology of ennoblement and pedagogic improve- 
ment. Consider first Guha’s minute reconstruction of the ways in which 
British East India Company officials married empiricism and anti-feudalism 
to French Physiocratic philosophy (whose basis was the ideology of land 
revenue) in order to achieve a permanence of British dominion, to use 
the phrase employed by Guha’s protagonist Philip Francis. 143 Guha’s mas- 
terful account of Francis — a “young Alcibiades” who was a friend of 
Burke, contemporary of Warren Hastings, anti-monarchist, abolitionist, 
consummate political animal — and his idea of perman ent sett lement is 
toj d as a mon tage, with various cuts and sp li ces, .. not, as a heroic story. 
Guha shows how Francis’s ideas about land and their gradual acceptance 
well after his years of service occur along with the refurbishing of the 
image of Hastings, and help to enhance, enrich, and buttress the idea of 
Empire, which, to quote Guha, 
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was already fast outstripping in importance the individual record of its 
architects and as an abstraction assuming the independence of a firm’s 
goodwill with respect to the personality of its founder. 144 


Guh a’s theme is theref o re the w ay._ab_ straction re quires and appropriate s^ 
ng t onlypeoplebut g eography. The central notion is that as imperialists the 
British felt their task in India was to solve “the problem of sovereignty in 
Bengal” 145 in favor, naturally enough, of the British crown. And Francis’s 
real achievement in decreeing the scheme whereby all the land rents in 
Bengal were to be permanently settled according to mathematical formulae 
was that he succeeded in “forming or restoring the constitution of an 
Empire.” 146 

Guha’s work is intended to demonstrate one way to dismantle imperial 
historiography — undergirded by the British charting of Indian territory — 
not in India so much as in Euro pe, the origin al site of its_gre atest secu rity, 
longevity, and authorit y. The irony is t hat a nati ve does the job, mastering 
noFlinly sources and metho ds, but the overpowjTln g aEs tractions whose 
traces in the minds of imperialists themselves were scarcely discernible 
\y henthey o jjgjnaiech 

The same dramatic achievement occurs in Alatas’s book. Whereas Guha’s 
characters are literally ideologists, concerned with asserting authority over 
India in philosophically coherent ways, no such program is claimed for the 
Portuguese, Spanish, and British colonialists analyzed by Alatas. They are 
in the Southeast Pacific to get treasure (rubber and metals) and cheap labor, 
in the pursuit of economic profit. Requiring service from the natives, they 
devise various schemes for lucrative colonial economies, destroying local 
middle-level traders in the process, subjugating and virtually enslaving the 
natives, setting off internecine ethnic wars among Chinese, Javanese, and 
Malaysian communities the better to rule and to keep the natives divided 
as well as weak. Out of this welter emerges the m ythical figure of th g,lazy 
native, from w.hose.-.exist ence as an essential and unchanging constant in 
Eastern.s.Q£i£.ty,. a-number Qf.hasic-truths... supposedlv flow . Alatas patiently 
documents how these descriptions — a ll of them, .hased-on-the- “false co n- 
scious ness ” of cofor ttaHsts^uxiwilling to accept that the natives’ refusal to 


steadily . acquire consistency, authority, and the irrefutable immediacy of 
objective reality. Observers such as Raffles then construct a rationale for 
further subjugating and punishing the natives, since the decline in native 
character had already occurred, as colonialist administrators saw it, and was 
irreversible. 

Alatas supplies us with an alternative argument about the meaning; of the 
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lazy native, or rather, he supplies us with an argument for why the Euro- 
peans succeeded in holding on to the myth for as long as they did. Indeed, 
he also demonstrates how the myth lives on, how, in Eric Williams’s words 
quoted earlier, “an outworn interest, whose bankruptcy smells to heaven in 
historical perspective, can exercise an obstructionist and disruptive effect 
which can only be explained by the powerful services it had previously 
rendered and the entrenchment previously gained.” 147 The myth of the lazy 
nariyeis synonymous w ith domination, an d domination is at bottonTplrwer. 


Many scholars nave become so accustomed to regard power only as a 
discursive effect that Alatas’s description of how the colonialists systemati- 
cally destroyed the commercial coastal states on Sumatra and along the 
Malay coast, how territorial conquest led to the elimination of native classes 
like fishermen and weapons craftsmen, and how, above all, foreign overlords 
did things that no indigenous class ever would, is likely to shock us with its 
plainness: 

P ower falling into Dutch hands was different from po wer falling into 
t he hands of an indigenous successo r. An indigenous power was gener- 
ally more liberal in trade. It did not destroy its own trading class 
throughout the whole area, and continued to use the products of its 
own industry. It built its own boats, and last but not least was incapable 
of imposing a monopoly throughout the major part of Indonesia. It 
promoted the abilities of its own people even though a tyrant was on 
the throne. 148 


Control of the sort described here by Alatas and by Guha in his book is 
almost total and in devastating, continuous conflict with the colonized 
society. To teh_thfi _narmive~Qf how a_C Q nti nuity is e stahlished-between 
Europe and its peripheral colonies is therefo re impossible, ^w hether fro m the 
European or the colonial side; what seems most app ropriate forthg_dgcolo- 
niz mg~Scholaf is instead anermeneutics of suspiciorGNevertheless, though 
the grandTnoim!^^ narratives~ 5 remancipatory nationalism 

no longer serve to confirm a community of culture as they did for James and 
Antonius in the 1930s, a new community of method — more difficult and 
astringent in its demands — arises instead. Guha’s work has stimulated an 
important cooperative enterprise, Subaltern Studies, which in turn has led 
Guha and his colleagues into remarkable further researches on the problems 
of power, historiography, and people’s history. Alatas’s work has had two 
aims: to establish a foundation for a post-colonial methodology of South 
Asian history and society, and to further the demystifying and deconstruc- 
tive work suggested in The Myth of the Lazy Native. 
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I do not mean to suggest either that the enthusiasm and passionately- 
narrated works of the two pre-war intellectuals have been rejected and 
found wanting by later generations, or that the more technical and demand- 
ing work by Alatas and Guha shows a more narrowly professional and, alas, 
less culturally generous view of the metropolitan Western audience. Rather, 
it see ms to me that James and Antonius speak for movem ents already 
launched ro^iJsdf^reterminatit^db^Fo T^^^iaranJ ^iTtilrnately very 
unsatisfactory sort, whereasTGuha and Alatas, in their discussion of issues 
rai sed SylhFpj j ^^ :ake jeMlifii...saicce8ses (such as 
national independencejf or granted while also underlining the i mperfecti ons 
of ihfijjecoi onizations, the freedoms and self- identitv. gai ned hither to. Also, 
Guha and Alatas address themselves equally to Western scholars and to 
compatriots, native scholars still held in thrall by colonialist conceptions of 
their own past. 

The question of constituency raises the more general question ofaudi- 
^ences ;,as the many general readers of The Black Jacobins or The Arab Awaken- 
ing can quickly testify, the audience has shrunk for the later, more 
disciplinary and rarefied books. James and Antonius assume that what they 
have to say is of major political and aesthetic import. James draws Toussaint 
as an appealingly admirable man, non-vindictive, immensely intelligent, 
subtle, and responsive to the sufferings of his fellow Haitians. “Great men 
make history,” s a ys James, “but onl y su ch histor y as it is possible for tKem 
to make.”’ 149 Toussaint rarely took his people into his coFfidence and he 
misjudged his antagonists. James makes no such mistake, sustains no illu- 
sions. In The Black Jacobins he clinically reconstructs the imperialist context 
of self-interest and moral scruple out of which British Abolitionism and the 
well-intentioned Wilberforce arose; but as France and the Haitian Blacks 
were locked in bloody war, the British government manipulated philan- 
thropic feeling to advance British Caribbean power at the expense of France 
and her antagonists. lames is excoriating about imperialis m ’s never giv ing 
anything away. Yet he retains his faith in the persuasive powers of a narra- 
tive whose main ingredients are the struggle for freedom common to France 
and to Haiti, and the wish to know and act; this underpins his writing as a 
Black historian for a contesting Black as well as a metropolitan white 
audience. 

Isj]iisjwy«gf /w^retribuxive^the repressed colonial object comin g to haunt 
and dog thejo otsteps of th e modern EuropeanT for whom the misshapen 
legacy oFToussaint in the Duvaliers and Trujillos of this world confirms the 
idea of the savage non-European? James does not fall into the trap of being 
mainly reactive, preferring instead, in his 1962 preface, to show how Tous- 
saint’s revolutionary ideas have re-emerged in successful liberation struggles 
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and, with equal force, in thejurth of newly self-conscious and confident 
national cultures, aware of the'colonial past yet pushing toward “the ulti- 
mate stage of a Caribbean quest for national identity.” 150 Not for nothing has 
James been considered by so many writers — George Lamming, V. S. Nai- 
paul, Eric Williams, Wilson Harris — the grand patriarch of contemporary 
West Indian culture. 

Similarly for Antonius, the Allies’ betrayal of the Arabs does not diminish 
th e grand retrospective sweep of hi s narrative, in which the Arabs are moved 
by ideas of freedom shared with Europeans. Just as The Black Jacobins 
grounded the study of modern “Negro Revolt” (fames’s phrase), so also did 
The Arab Awakening inaugurate the academic investigation of Arab national- 
ism, which has gradually become a discipline not only in the Arab world but 
also in the West. Here too the affiliation with an ongoing politics is espe- 
cially moving. T aking his case and expressing the unfulfilled self-determina- 
tion of the Arabs to the same jury of Western politicians and thinkers who 
had thwarted a movement of history, Antonius is very much like James 
speaking b oth to his own people and to a resistant white aud ience for whom 
t he emancipation of non-whites had be come a marginal issue, The appeal 
made is not to fairness or compassion, but to the often startling and super- 
vening realities of history itself How remarkable then to read Antonius’s 
comments contained in a lecture at Princeton in 1935, while he was working 
on The Arab Awakening: 


It often happens in the history of nations that a conflict of opposing 
forces which seems destined inevitably to end in the triumph of the 
stronger party is given an unspecified twist by the emergence of new 
forces which owe their emergence to that very triumph. 151 


Uncannily, it seems to me, Antonius was seeing from the depths of present 
disappointment through to the explosion of that very mass insurrection he 
seems in his book implicitly to be arguing for. (The Palestinian intifada, one 
of the great anti-colonial uprisings of our times, continues the struggle over 
historical Palestine, one of the principal themes of The Arab Awakening . ) 

And that observation returns us brusquely to t he general subject of scho l- 
arship and politics. E ach of the scholars I have discussed is firmly rooted in 
a local situatkm^ with its histories, trad itions, and affiliations inflecting both 


the choice of topic a nd its treatment. Antonius’s book, for example, solicits 
our attention today ^a^ Eiitbry oFeifTy-twentieth-century Arab nationalism 
and as the poignant document of a class of notables superseded after the 1930s 
and ’40s by more radical, popular, and nativist writers in Arabic; no longer 
could, or need, Western policymakers be addressed at all, much less ad- 
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dressed from within a common universe of discourse. Guha emerges in the 
1960s as an exile, profoundly at odds with Indian politics, controlled as they 
were by those whom Tariq Ali has called “the Nehrus and the Gandhis.” 1S2 

Politics — and the frankly political impulse behind their work — naturally 
affects the scholarship and research that all four men present An explicit 
political or human urgency in the tone and the import of thel PSooFs 
contrasts noticeably with what in the mod ern West has come to represent 
t he norm for scholareEpTn -Io^^ its supposed detachment, its 

protestations of objectivity and impartiality, its code of politesse and ritual 
calmness, came about is a problem for the sociology of taste and knowledge.) 
Each of these four Third World intellectuals writes Qiuofjindjtfitlm a 
political si tuatkuLwhose pressures are constant, not momentary annoyances 
or minor empirical concerns to be brushed aside in the interests of a higher 
goal. The unresolved political situation is very near the surface, and it infects 
the rhetoric, or skews the accents of that scholarship, because the authors 
write from a position, it is true, of knowledge and authoritative learning, but 
also from the positio n of people whose message of resistance an d contesta- 
t ion is the historical re sult of subjugation. As Adorno says of the apparen t 
i mutilation of the language used in suc Hcircumstances, “Thelanguage of the 

I subjected, on the other hand, domination alone has stamped, so robbing 

t hem further of thejustTce prom ised Fy^ 

• to all those free enough to pronounce It withou t rancor ." 153 

I do not mean to suggest that oppositional scholarship must be shrill and 
j unpleasantly insistent, or that Antonius and James (or Guha and Alatas for 

that matter) punctuate their discourse with insults and accusations. I am only 
saying that scholarship and politics are more openly connected in these 
books because these writers think of themselves as emissaries to Western 
culture representing a political freedom and accomplishment as yet unful- 
filled, blocked, postponed. To misinterpret the historical force of their 
statements, discourses, and interventions, to impugn them (as Conor Cruise 
O’Brien once did) 154 as wailing for sympathy, to dismiss them as emotional 
and subjective cris de coeur of strenuous activists and partisan politicians is 
to attenuate their force, to misrepresent their value, to dismiss their enor- 
! mous contribution to knowledge. No wonder Fanon said that “for the native, 

objectivity i s.al.ways..4irec-ted-.agains t him.” 155 

The temptation for metropolitan audiences has usually been to rule that 
these books, and others like them, ar e merely eviden ce of native literature 

than coeval contributions to knowl- 
gd ge. Th e authority in the West even of works like Antonius’s and James’s 
has been marginalized because to Western professional scholars they seem 
to be written fro m ou tside looking in. Perhaps that is one reason why Guha 
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and Alatas, a generation later, choose to focus on rhetoric, ideas, and lan- 
guage rather than upon history tout court , preferring to analyze the verbal 
symptoms of power rather than its brute exercise, its processes and tactics 
rather than its sources, its intellectual methods and enunciative techniques 
rather than its morality — to deconstru ct rath er than to destroy. 

To rejoin experience and culture is of course to read texts from the 
metropolitan center and from the peripheries contrapuntally, according 
neither the privilege of “objectivity” to “our side” nor the encumbrance of 
“subjectivity” to “theirs.” 1S6 The question is a matter of knowing ho w to r ead, 

what to read. T exts are not finish edPobjects. They are, as Williams once said, 
notations and culturaTpracrices. And texts create not only their own prece- 
dents, as Borges said of Kafka, but their successors. The great imperial 
experience of the past two hundred years is global and uni versal: it has 
implicated every corner of the globe, the colonizer and the colonized to- 
gether. Because the West acquired world dominance, and because it seems 
to have completed its trajectory by bringing about “the end of history” as 
Francis Fukuyama has called it, Westerne rs have assumed the inte grity and 
t he inviolability of their cultural masterpieces, th eir scholarship, their 
worlds of discourse; the rest of the world stands petitioning for attention at 
our windowsill. Yet I believe it is a radical falsification of culture to strip it 
oFTts affiliations with its setting, or to pry it away from the terrain it 
contested or — more to the point of an oppositional strand within Western 
culture — to deny its real influence. Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park is about 
England and about Antigua, and the connection is made explicitly by Aus- 
ten; it is therefore about order at home and slavery abroad, and can — indeed 
ought — to be read that way, with Eric Williams and C.L.R. James alongside 
the book. Similarly Camus and Gide write about precisely the same Algeria 
written about by Fanon and Kateb Yacine. 

If these ideas of counterpoint, intertwining. and integration have anvrhino- 


If th ese ideas of counterpoint, intertwining , and integrat ion have anything 
m ore to them than a blandly uplifting suggestion fo^Ca'th'olicitY'Qf vision, it 
i s that they reaffirm the historical experience of imp eria lism as a m atter first 
ofjnt erdependent h istories, overl apping domains, second of som ething re- 
quiring i ntellectual and , political, choice s. If, for example, French and Al- 
gerian or Vietnamese history, Caribbean or African or Indian and British 
history are studied separately rather than together, then the experiences of 
domination and being dominated remain artificially, and falsely, separated. 
And to consider imperial domination and resistance to it as a dual process 
evolving toward decolonization, then independence, is largely to align one- 
self with the process, and to interpret both sides of the contest not only 
hermeneu ticall y but also politically. ■ - 
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Such books as The Black Jacobins, The Arab Awakening A Rule of Property, and 
The Myth of the Lazy Native belong squarely in the contest itself. They make 
the interpretative choice clearer, harder to avoid. 

Consider the contemporary history of the Arab world as an instance of a 
history of continuing stress. Antonius’s achievement was to establish that the 
interaction between Arab nationalism and the West (or its regional surro- 
gates) was something to be studied and something to be either supported or 
fought. Subsequent to The Arab Awakening especially in the United States, 
France, and Britain, the emergence of an academic field called “Middle 
E astern studies” in anthropology, history, sociology, political science, eco- 
nomics, and literature is related to the political tensions in the area and to 
the position of the two former colonial powers and the present superpower. 
Ever since the Second World War it has been impossible to evade either the 
Arab-Israeli conflict or the study of individual societies in academic “Middle 
Eastern studies.” Thus to write about the Palestinian issue at all required one 
to decide whether the Palestinians were a people (or national community), 
which in turn implied supporting or opposing their right to self-determina- 
tion. For both sides, scholarship leads back to Antonius — accepting his views 
on the Western betrayal or, conversely, the West’s right to have promised 
Palestine to the Zionist movement given the greater cultural importance of 
Zionism. 157 

And this choice opens up others. On the one hand, can one with any other 
than a political or ideological justification speak of the modern “Arab mind .” 
with its alleged propensi ty to violence, its culture of shame, the histori cal 
overdetermination of Islam, its political sema ntics, its degeneration vis-k -vis 
Ju daism and Christianit y? THeselnorionsproduce such tendentious works as 
Raphael Patai’s The Arab Mind, David Pryce-Jones’s The Closed Circle, Ber- 
nard Lewis’s The Political Language of Islam, Patricia Crone and Michael 
Cook’s Hagarism. is 8 They wear the clothing of scholarship, but none of these 
works moves outside the arena of struggle as first defined in the West by 
Antonius; none can be described as being free fr o m hostility to the Arabs’ 
collective aspirat ion to break out of the histo ricaldeterm inism developed in 
colonial perspectives. 

On the other hand, the critical and anti-Orientalist discourse of an older 
generation of scholars like Anwar Abdel-Malek and Maxime Rodinson 
continues with a younger generation that comprises Timothy Mitchell, 
Judith Tucker, Peter Gran, Rashid al-Khalidi, and their counterparts in 
Europe. During the 1980s the formerly conservative Mi ddle Ea st Studies 
.Association underwent an important ideological transformation tKaFtHese 
peopIeTKelped to bring about. Formerly aligned with and often staffed by 
mainline academics, oil company executives, governmental consultants and 
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employees, MESA openly took up issues of contemporary political signifi- 
cance in its large annual meetings: the Iranian Revolution, the Gulf War, the 
Palestinian intifada, the Lebanese Civil War, the Camp David Accords, the 
relationship between Middle East scholarship and political ideology — issues 
that had formerly been occluded or minimized in the studies of individuals 
like Lewis, Patai, plus more recently Walter Laqueur, Emmanuel Sivan, 
and Daniel Pipes. Academic work that advocated a policy line opposed to 
native Arab or Islamic nationalism had dominated professional and even 
journalistic discussion (as in such best-selling works of journalism-as- 
instant-scholarship as Thomas Friedman’s From Beirut to Jerusalem and David 
Shipler’s Arab and Jew), but that began to change. 

At t he core of the “old” line was an essentialization o f A rabs as basic ally. 
irr ecusably, and congenitally “Other,” and it took on racist overtones in its 
el aborations of an “Arab” anti-democratic, viol e nt, an d regressive attitude to 
the world. Central to this attitude was another fatto r. fsiraei. also a contribu- 
tor to the polarity that was set up between democraticlsfael and a homoge- 
nously non-democratic Arab world, in which the Palestinians, dispossessed 
and exiled by Israel, came to represent “terrorism” and little beyo nd it. But 
now it was the precisely differentiated festoi^rofl^rious Arab peoples, 
societies, and formations that younger anti-Orientalist scholars put forward; 
in respecting the history of and developments within the Arab world, they 
restored to it a dynamic sense of the unfulfilled march toward independence, 
of human rights (especially those of women and disadvantaged minorities), 
and freedom from outside (often imperialist) interference and internal cor- 
ruption or collaboration. 

What happened in the Middle East Studies Association therefore was a 
m etropolitan story of cultural opposition to Wes te rn domination I t was 
m atched by similar important changes in African. Indian, Caribbean, an d 
LMia-Ariiferi£aiL Studies . No longer were these fields commanded by ex- 
colonial officers or a platoon of academics speaking the appropriate lan- 
guage. Instead a new rece ptivity to both liberation movements and 
posy-cploni al criticism , and .newly conscious opposition gr oups (the civil 
rights movements in America, the immigrant rights movement in the United 
Kingdom) effectively took away the monopoly of discourse held by Euro- 
centric intellectuals and politicians. Here Basil Davidson, Terence Ranger, 
Johannes Fabian, Thomas Hodgkin, Gordon K. Lewis, Ali Mazrui, Stuart 
Hal^were essential, their scholarship a catalyst for other scholars. AnffTor 
all these people the inaugural work of the four scholars I have discussed 
here — their voyage in — was fundamental to t he cultural coalition now being 
b uilt between anti-imperialist resistance in the peripheries and opp ositio n al 
culture of Europe and the United States. 
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Collaboration, Independence, and Liberation 


A t a 1969-70 seminar on imperialism held at Oxford, Ronald Robins on’s 
paper “jjon-Europgmi^ Foundation s of European Imperialism” was 
among the most interesting contributions. Along with Thomas Hodg kin’.; 
“AfiricanL^ndJ^ of Imperi ali sm,” Robinson’s “sugges- 

tion” for theoretical and empirical study showed the influence of the many 
post-colonial developments I have been mentioning: 


Any new theory must recognize that i mperialism w as as much a func- 
ti on of its victims’ collaboratio n or non-col I ahoratjon— of their indige- 
nous politic s, as it was of European expansio n. . . . Nor [without the 
voluntary or enforced cooperation of their governing elites and] with- 
out indigenous collaboration, when the time came for it, could Euro- 
peans have conquered and ruled their non-European empires. From 
the outset that rule was continuously resisted; just as c ontinuously 
na tive mediat ion, was needed to ave rt. resis tance o r iioldic.dawn. 159 

Robinson goes on to explore how in Egypt before 1882 the pashas and the 
Khedive collaborated in permitting European penetration, after which, with 
the dramatic overshadowing of that sector by the Orabi nationalist rebellion, 
the British occupied the country militarily. He might have added, although 
he does not, that many of_th£jdasses and individuals-collaborating with 


uass es and individuals -col laborating with 
nulate modern European wavs, to modern- 


was perceived of 


iuropean advancement. 


the first two decades of the nineteenth century, Muhammad Ali sent mis- 
sions to Europe, three decades before Japanese missions came to the United 
States and Europe for the same purpose. Within the French colonial orbit, 
gifted students were brought to France to be educated until as late as the 
1920s and 1930s, although some of them, like Senghor and C6saire and many 
Indochinese intellectuals, turned into vigorous opponents of empire. 

The primary purpose of these early missions to the Wesr wa s t o learn the 
wa ys of the advanced white man, translate his works, pic k up his habits . 
Recent studies of the subject by Masao Miyoshi (A s We Saw Th em) and 
Ibrahim Abu-Lughod (The Arab Rediscovery of Europe ) 160 show how the impe- 
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vas imparted to eager. student s from the East along with 


rial hierarchy was imparted to eager. student s 
information, useful texts, and profitable habits. 1 ' 


us particular < 


dependency came the hrst long reactive 


e xperience of nativist anti-imperialism , typified in the exchange published 
in 1883 between Afghani and Ernest Renan in the Revue de deux mondes, in 
which the native, using terms defined in advance by Renan, tries to “dis- 
prove” the European’s racist and culturally arrogant assumptions about his 
inferiority. Whereas Renan speaks of Islam’s status as lower than that of 
Judaism and Christianity, Afghani asserts that Islam is “better,” and claims 
that the West improved itself by borrowing from the Muslims. Afghani also 
argues that Islamic development in science occurred earlier than its Western 
counterpart, and , if there was anything regressive^hout t h e religion, it ca me 
from some thing..conimon to all rel igions, an irreconcilability with science. 1 62 

Afghani’s tone is amiable, even though he clearly opposes Renan. In 
contrast to later resisters of imperialism — for whom liberation is the key 
theme — Afghani, like Indian lawyers in the 1880s, belongs to a stratum of 


tarn, like Indian lawyers in the 18 


belongs to a stratum 


people who while 


for t heir communities tr 


t hemsely ss. within the cultural framew ork they share with the Wes t. They 
are the elites who in leading the various nationalist independence move- 
ments have a uthority handed o n to t h em by the col o nial power thus Mount- 
batten to Nehru, or de Gaulle to the FLN. To this sort o f antagonis tic 
collabor atio n belong such different config urations of cultural dep ende ncy a s 
W estern advisers whose work helped native peoples or nation s to “rise” (one 
aspect has been well chronicled in Jonathan Spence’s book on Western 
advisers, To Change China), and those Western champions of the oppressed- — 
Mrs. Jellyby is an early caricature, members of the Liverpool School a later 
example — wliorepresented their own versions of the natives’ interest. An- 
other example is in the competition between T. E. Lawrence and Louis 
Massignon immediately after World War One, described with great subtlety 
in an essay by Albert Hourani. 163 Each man had a genuine empathy with the 
Arabs who fought against the Ottomans during the war (indeed, Massignon 
made empathy with Islam the very center of his theory of the monotheistic 
community, the Abrahamic succession), yet out of imperial conviction each 
acted his part in the partitioning of the Arab world between France and 
Britain: Lawrence served Britain, Massignon France, fort he Arabs . 

An entire massive chapter in cultural history across five continents grows 
out of this kind of collaboration between nativesfon the one hand and 
conventional as well as eccentric and contradictory representatives of impe- 


rialism ou the othe r. In paying respect to it, acknowledging the shared and 
combined experiences that produced many of us, we must at the same time 
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note how at its center it neve rtiielesSL^ reserved the nineteenth-century 
i mperial divide between native and Westerner. The many colonial schools 
in the Far East, India, the Arab world, East and Wes|A^rica, for example, 
ta ught generations of the native bourgeoisie important truths about history , 
s. cience, cultur e. A nd out of that learning process millions grasped th e 
fundamentals of modern lif e, yet remained su bordinate dependents of a 
foreign imperial authority. 


culmi nation of this dynamic ol 
produced independent states in 1 


ountries across 1 


^ globe. Two political factors whose importance had already been registered 
in culture now marked off the end of the period of nationalist anti-imperial- 
ism and inaugurated the era of liberationist anti-imperialist resistance. One 
was a pronounced awareness of culture as imperialism, the reflexive moment 
of consciousness that enabled the newly independent citizen to assert the 
end of Europe’s cultural claim to guide and/or instruct the non-European. 
The second was th e dramatically prolonged Western imperial mission in 
vario us regions that I have already mentioned, principally Alge ria, Vietnam, 
P alestine, Guinea, and Cuba. But liberation, as distinguished from national- 
ist independence, became the strong new theme, a theme already implicit 
in earlier works by people like Marcus Garvey, Jose Marti, and W.E.B. Du 
Bois, for instance, but now requiring the propulsive infusion of theory and 
sometimes armed, insurrectionary militancy. 

The nationa lidentitv st ruggl ing to free itself from imperialist domination 
found itself lodged in, and apparently fulfilled by, thjstate.) Armies, flags/ 


jslatures, schemes of national education, and dominant (if notsmpe) 


p olitical parties resulted and usually in wavs that gave the nationalist elite s 
the places once occupied by the British or the French. Basil Davidson’s 
important d istinction between mass mobilizatio n (the huge Indian crowds 
who demonstrated in the streets of Calcutta, for example) and mass participa - 
tion h ighlights the distinction between the nationalist elite and the rural and 
urban masses who were briefly an organic part of the nationalist project. 
What Yeats does in Ireland is to help create a se nse of restored commu- 
nity— an Ireland regaled by “a company that sang, to sweeten Ireland’s 
wrong, Ballad and story, rann and song” 164 — bu t at its center stands a select 
g roup of men and w omen. 

When the new national state gets established, argues Partha Chatterjee, 
it is ruled not by prophets and romantic rebels but, in India’s case, by Nehru, 
“a state-builder, pragmati c and self-con scious.” 165 To him the peasants and 
the urban poor are ruled by passions, not reason; they can be mobilized by 
poets like Tagore and charismatic presences like Gandhi, but after indepen- 
dence this large number of people ought to bej bsorbed into-the-stgtfc-to be 
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made functional in its development. Yet Chatterjee makes the interesting 


r nationalism intj 


1 or state ideoloe 


po st-colonial countries subjected the m selves to a global p ro cess of rational i- 
zation based on external norms, a process governed in the post-war years of 
modernization and development by the logic of a world system whose type 
is g lobal capitalism , commanded at the top by the handful of leading indus- 
trial countries. 

Chatterjee is correct to say that “no matter how skillfully employed, 
modern sta tecraft and the appli cation of modern technology cannot eff ec- 
tively suppress the very real ten sions which remai n unresolved.” 166 The new 
pathology’oFpower, fiTEipiS^hmad’s phrase, gives rise to national security 
states, to dictatorships, oligarchies, one-party systems. In V. S. Naipaul’s 
novel A Bend in th e River (ioio) an unnamed African country is ruled byaijlig; 
Map/rleither naimed~noFpresent, who manipulates European consultants, 
Indian and Muslim minorities, and his own tribespeople in and out of rigid 


i nvented tribal traditi ons); by the end of the book many of his subjects have 
been mercilessly killed; the one or two who survive the onslaught and 
r ealize what is happening — like Salim, the protagonist — decide that the 
situation is hopeless and yet an other emigration is required. (F rom an East 
African Muslim Indian family, Salim drifts into the interior ruled by the Big 
Man, then leaves the place forlorn and completely dejected.) Naipaul’s 
ideological point is that the triumph of nationalism in the Third World not 
only “suppresses the very real tensions . . . unresolved” in the post-colonial 
state, but also e liminates the last hope of resistance a ga inst it, as well as the //Yfu. if) 
last civilizing traces of Western influence. u ' 

Naipaul, a remarkably gifted travel writer and novelist, successfully 
dramatizes an ideological position in the West from which it is possible to 
indict the post-colonial states for having succeeded unconditionally in gain- 
ing independence. His a ttack on the post-colonial world for its religiou s 
fa naticism (in Among the Believers), d egenerate politics (in Guerrillas), and 
fundamental inferiority (in his first two books on India) 167 is a part of a 
disenchantment with the Third World that ov ert ook many people dur ing KJj-' 

die 1970s and 1980s . among them several prominent Western proponents of ^ 

Third World nationalism, like Conor Cruise O’Brien, Pascal Bruckner (The 
Tears of the White Man), and Gerard Chaliand. In an interesting semi- 
documentary history of the earlier French support for Third World resis- 
tance, Aux Origines des tiers-mondismes: Colonises et anti-colonialistes en France 
( ipip-ipjp), Claude Liauzu ventures the thesis that by 1975 an anti-imperialist 
block no longer existed as it had earlier. 168 The disappearance of a domestic 
opposition to imperialism is a plausible argument about mainstream France 
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and perhaps also the Atlantic West generally, but it is not helpful about 
persisting sites of contention, whether in the new states or in less prominent 
sectors of metropolitan culture. Qu estions of power and authority on ce 
di rected at th e class ical empires of Britain and Fran ce are now throw n at 
despotic suc cessor regimes, and a gai nst the idea that African or Asian cou n- 
t ries should remain in thrall and dependency . 

The evidence for this is dramatic. The struggle in behalf of human and 
democratic rights continues in, to name only a few places, Kenya, Haiti, 
MpnaTSTorocco, Pakistan, Egypt, Burma, Tunisia, and El Salvador. Also, 
the increasing significance of the women’s movement h as put more pressures 
on oligarchical statism and military (or one-party) rule. I p addition the 
o ppositional culture still maintains links between the Western and the 
; n gn-European w orld: one first sees evidence of the connection in, for in- 

s stance, Cdsaire’s affiliations with Marxism and surrealism, and later in the 


connection between Subaltern Studies and Gramsci and Barthes. Many intel- 
lectuals in the formerly colonized world have refused to settle for the 
unhappy fate of Naipaul’s Indar, once a promising young provincial who is 
sought out by foundations in the United States, but now a discarded and 
hopeless person with no place to go. 


From time to time that is all he knows, that it is time for him to go 
home. There is some dream village i n his head. In between he does the 
lowest kind of job. He knows he is equipped for better things, but he 
doesn t want to do them. I believe he enjoys being told he can do better. 
W e’ve g iven up.npw. He doesn’t want to risk anything again. 169 


Indar is one of the “new men,” a Third World intellectual who springs to 
undeserved prominence when fickle enthusiasts in the First World are in the 
mood to support insurgent nationalist movements, but loses out when they 
become less enthusiastic. 

Is that an accurate representation of what resistance politics and culture 
were all about? W as the radical energy that propelled Algerians and Indians 
into mass insurrection fina lly contained and extingu ished by independence? 
No, because nationalism was 
the most interes 


d 

llln (TP nafinna 

lief nKfUn/ pa oat; 

raf< 



1131 U131UIV 3U 3CV 

Clt 

p 

erspective offei 

red on the entire e 

:xp 

:e 

per opposition; 

; it comes positivel 

yfi 


ecentenng doc t rines ot Freud. Marx, and Nietzsche , and 

insuificienctes-Qfjat ionalist ideo lo g y. It infuses Aime Cesaire’s Discourse 
on Colonialism, in which the ideologies of colonial dependency and Black 
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racial inferiority are shown to have been incorporated surreptitiously into 
the modern jargon of psychiatry, which in turn permits Cesaire to use it s 
underlying deconstructive theoretical force to undermine its own imperial 
authority. Natio nalist culture has been s ometimes d ra m a tically ou tpaced 
by ~a~lerale culture of resistance whose core is energ etic insurgency^ a 
°fS2BMs>!’_dii^ed„araiMLthe authmdnLandJhZdiiMuirae^oir 


resist ance whose core 


Yet this does not happen all or even most of the time, alas. All nationalist 
cultures depend heavily on the concept of national identity, and.p.ationalist 
po litics is a politics.. , of . .identity: Egypt for the Egyptians, Africa for the 
Afncans, India for the Indians, and so on. What Basil Davidson calls nation- 
alism’s “ ambiguous fertility ” 170 creates not only the assertion of a once 
incomplete and suppressed but finally restored identity through national 
systems of education, but also th e inculcation of new authority . This is 
equally true in the United States, where the tonic force of African-American, 
women’s and minority expression has here and there been turned into 
doctrine, as if the wish to criticize the myth of white America also meant the 
njee^T tolupplant that myth with dogmatic new ones . 

In Algeria, for example, the French forbade Arabic as a formal language 
of instruction or administration; after 1962 the FLN made it understandably 
the only such language, and set in place a new system of Arab-Islamic 
education. The FLN then proceeded politically to absorb t he whole of 
Algerian civil society: 


iment of state and 


S B BB ra w a 


gmocratic me- 


wing, the challenging 


pearance or an 


I slamic oppositio n, favoring a militantly Muslim Algerian identity based on 
Koranic (shariah) principles. By the 1990s the country was in a state of crisis, 
whose result has been a deeply impoverishing face-off between government, 
which abrogated the results of the election as well as most free political 
activity, and the Islamic movement, which appeals to the past and orthodoxy 
for its authority. Both. sidp.«; claim the right to rule Algeria 

In his chapter on “the pitfalls of nationalist consciousness” in The Wretched 
of the Earth, Fanon foresaw this turn of events. His notion was that unless 
national consciousness at its moment of success was somehow changed into 
a social consciousness, the future would hold not liberation but an extension 
rf imperialism. His theor yoTviolence is not meanFto^n^erftTielippeals of 
a native cEafing under the paternalistic surveillance of a European police- 
man and, in a sense, preferring the services of a native officer in his place. 
On the contrary, it first represents colonialism as a totalizi ng system nour- 
ished in the same way — Fanon’s implicft analogj^is devastating — that 
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human behavior is informed 


unconsciojj 


Hegelian move, a Manichean opposite appears, 
ti red of the logic that reduces him, the geogr ap 


sires. In a second, quasi- 
he insurrectionary native 
^diat.s.eorrMateshim,.tKp 


that dehumar 


an unregenerate es sence. “The violence of the colonial regime and counter- 
violence of the native balance each other and respond to each other in an 
extraordinary reciprocal homogeneity.” 171 Th e struggle must be lifted t n a 
ne w leygl_o £cpntest. a synthesis represented by a war of liberation, for wh ich 
an entirely new post-nationalist theoretical cultur e is required. 

If I have so often cited Fanon, it is because more dramatically and 
decisively than anyone, I believe, he expresses the immense cultural shi ft 
from the terrain of nationalist independence to the th eoretical domain of 
liberation. This shift takes place mainly where imperialism lingers on in 
Africa after most other colonial states have gained independence, e.g., Alge- 
ria and Guinea-Bissau. In any case Fanon is unintelligible without grasping 
that his work is a response to theoretical elaborations produced by the 
culture of late Western capitalism, received by the Third World native 
intellectual as a culture of oppression and colonial enslavement. The whole 
of F anon’s oeuvre is his attempt to o vercome the obduracy of those very same 
thgorgticaLglgksraiioaLby an act of political will, to turn them back aga inst 
their„aut h Qrs-so-.as-.mJh e able, in t he p hrase he horrnws from Cesaire tn 


Fanon penetratingly links the settkr’s-conquest of .hisrorv with im p erial- 
ism's regime.j jf truth, over which the great myths of Western culture 

preside: 


Xjie settler makes history; His 1 ife is an epoch, an Odyssey. He is the, 
absoljiKLh^innuig-“This land was created by us”; he is the unceasing 
. cause: “I f we leave all is lost, and the country will go back to the Middle 
Ages.” Over against him torpid creatures, wasted by fevers, obsessed by 
ancestral customs, form an almost inorganic background for the in- 
novating dynamism of colonial mercantilism. 172 


As Freud excavated the subterranean foundations of the edifice of West- 
ern reason, as Marx and Nietzsche interpreted the reified data of bourgeois 
society by translating them back into primitive but productive impulses 
toward dominance and accumulation, so Fanon reads Western humanism by 
transporting the large hectoring bolus of “the Greco-Latin pedestal” bodily 
to the colonial wasteland, where “this artificial sentinel is turned into 
dust. 173 It cannot survive juxtaposition with its quotidian debasement by 
European settlers. In the subversive gestures of Fanon’s writing is a highly 
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co nscious m an deliberately as well as ironically repeating the tactics of the 
cultu re he HellevesTiiSsoppr essed him. The difference between Freud, Marx, 
and Nietzsche on the one hand and Fanon’s “native intellectual” on the 
other is that the belated colonial thinker fixes his predecessors geograph- 
ically — they are of the West — t he better to liberate their energies from th e 
oppressing cultural matrix that pr oduced them. By seeing them antitheti- 
c ally as intrinsic to the colonial system and at the same time potentially at 
war with it, F anon performs an act of closure on the empire and announces 
a new era. National consciousness, he say s, “ must now b e enriched~andf 
deepened by a v ery rapid transformation into a consciousness of social and 
politi cal needs 7 in ot her words. into [realj lfu manisrb.’’ 174 

How odd the word “humanism” sounds lrT'thiS'context, where it is free 
from the narcissistic individualism, divisiveness, and colonialist egoism of 
the imperialism that justified the white man’s rule.. Like Cesaire’s in his 
Retour, Fanon’s reconceived imperialism is in its positive dimension a collec- 
tive act reanimating and redirecting an inert mass of silent natives into a new 
inclusive conception of history. 


This huge task, which consists of r e-introducing mankind into th e 
world, the whole of mankind, will be carried out with the indispensab le 
h elp of t he Eu ropean peoples, who themselves must realize that in the 
past they have often joined the ranks of our common masters where 
colonial questions are concerned. To achieve this, the European peo- 
ples must first decide to wake up and shake themselves, use their brains, 
and stop playing the stupid faun of the Sleeping Beauty. 17S 


How this can be enacted takes us from the apparent exhortations and 
prescriptions to the extraordinarily interesting structure and method of The 
Wretched of the Earth. Fanon’s achievement in this his last work (published in 
1961, a few months after his death) is first to represent colonialism and 
nationalism in their Manichean contest, then to enact the birth of an inde- 
pendence movement, finally to transfigure that movement into what is in 
effect a t rans-personal and_ trans-national force. The visionary and innova- 
tive quality of Fanon’s final work derives from the remarkable subtlety with 
which he forcibly deforms imperialist culture and its nationalist antagonist in 
the process of looking beyond both toward liberation. Like Cesaire before 
him, Fanon impugns imperialism for what it has created by acts of powerful 
rhetorical and structured summary. These make clear imperialism’s long 
cultural history, and — more tellingly — allow Fanon to formulate new 
strategies and goals for liberation. 

The Wre tched of the E arth is a hybrid work — part essay, part im aginat ive 
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story, part phil osophic al analysis, part p sycholo gical case histor y, part na- 
tjflnalisLallegQXgt. part visionary transcendence of history. It begins with a 
territorial sketch of the colonial space, separated into the clean, well-lighted 
European city and the dark, fetid, ill-lit casbah. From this Manichean and 
physically grounded stalemate Fanon’s entire work follows, se t in motion, s o 
to speak, b y the native’ s vio lence, a force intended to bridge the gap between 
w hite and non-white . For Fanon violence, as I said earlier, is the s ynth esis 
th at overcome sdiejeifi c ati on of whi t e maa asjai h jact, .Blac k matLa& Aibjm. 
My conjecture is that while he was writing the work Fanon read Lukacs’s 
History and Class Consciousness, which had just appeared in Paris in French 
translation in i960. Lukacs shows that the effects of capitalism are fragmenta- 
j tion and reification: in such a dispensation, every human being becomes an 

object, or commodity, the product of human work is alienated from its 
f maker, the image of whole or of community disappe ars entirely . Most 

important to the IniurgFntTnd"TierSical Marxism put forward by Lukacs 
(shortly after publication in 1923 the book was removed from circulation by 
Lukacs himself) was the separation of subjective consciousness from the 
world of objects. This, he says, could be .overcome by an act of ment al will, 
b y which o ne lonely m ind could join another by imagining the common 
bond betw een them, br eaking the enforced rigidity Saf 
as slaves to tyrannical outside forces. Hence reconcili ation and synth esis 
be tween subject and objec t. 

Fanon’s violence, by which the native overcomes the division between 
whites and natives, corresponds very closely to Lukacs’s thesis about over- 
coming fragmentation by an act of will; Lukacs calls this “no single, un- 
repeatable tearing of the veil that masks the process but the unbroken 
alternation of ossification, contradiction and movement.” 176 Thus the sub- 
ject-object reification in its prison-like immobility is destroyed. Fanon 
adopts much of this extremely audacious thesis, which is oppositional even 
within oppositional Marxism, in passages like the following, where the 
s ettler’s consciousness functions like that of a capitalist, turning human 
wo rkers into inhum an_and. non-conscious obj ects: 

The settler makes history and is conscious of making it. A nd because 
he constantly refers to the history of his mother country, he clearly 
indicates that he himself is the ext ensioiLfi f that mother country . Thus 
the history which he writes is not the history of the country which he 
plunders but the history of his own nation in regard to all that she skins 
off, all that she violates and starves. 

The immobility [later he speaks of apartheid as one of the forms of 
“division into compartments”: “The native,” he adds, “is being hemmed 
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in The first thing which a native learns is t o stay in hi s place”! 

to which the native is condemned can only be called in question if the 
native decides to put an end to the history of colonization — the history 
of pillage — and to bring into existence the history of the nation — the 
history of decolonization. 178 

In Fanon’s world change can come about only when the native, like 
Lukacs’s alienated worker, decides that colonization must end— in other 
words, there must be an epi stemological revolution. O nly then can there be 
movement. A t this point enters violence, “a cleansing force,” which p its 
colonizer against colonized directly: 

The violence of the colonial regime and the counter-violence of the 
native balance each other and respond to each other in an extraordi- 
nary reciprocal homogeneity. . . . T he settler’s work is to make even 
drea ms of liberty impos sible for the native. ThenanvFFliroHrisTo 
i magine all possible methods for destroying fhe settler. On the logical 
plane, theL Manicheanism of the settler produces a Manichean ism of the 
pa tives, to the theory of the “absolute evil of the native” the theory of 
the “absolute evil of the settler” replies. 179 


Here Fanon is not only reshaping colonial experience in terms suggested 
by Lukacs, but also characterizing the emergent cultural and political antag- 
onist to imperialism. His imagery for this emergence is biolo gical: 

The appearance of the settler has meant in the terms of syncretism 
the death of the aboriginal society, cultural lethargy, and the petrifica- 
tion of individuals. Fou he native, life can only spring up again out of 
t he rotting corpse of the settler. . . . But it so happens that for the 
colonized people this violence, because it constitutes their only work, 
invests their character with po sitive and cre ative qualities. The practice 
of violence binds them together as a whole, s 1 n ce each Tndividu a 1 forms 
a violent link in the great chain, a part of the great organism of 
violence. 180 


Certainly F ano n depends here on the e arlier language of French colonial- 
ism, in whlch publicists like Jules Harmand and Leroy^TBeautieiTused the 
biological imagery of birth, parturition, and genealogy to describe the paren- 
tal relationship of France to its colonial children. Fanon reverses things, 
using that language for the birth of a new nation, and the language of death 
for the colonial settler-state. Even this antagonism, however, does not cover 
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all the differences that spring up once revolt begins and “life [appears to be] 
an unending contest .” 181 There are the major d ivisions between legal and 
illega l nationalism, between the poji tics of n ationairst reform amTsImple 
decolonization on theT)^ illiciTpo^^ 


* ... - 

These divisions are just as important as the one between colonized and 
colonizer (whose motif is taken up, altogether more simply, by Albert 
Memmi .) 182 Indeed the true prophetic genius of The Wretched of the Earth is 
located precisely here: Tanon senses- the- divide betw een the nation alist 
bourgeoisie jiLA lgeria and th e.FL N’s liberatio nist tendencies, a nd he ^dsrT 
establishes c onflictin g-narrati ve and historical patterns. O nce the insurrec- 
tion gets under way, the nationalist elites try to establis h parity with France 
demands for human rights, self-rule, labor unions, and so on. And since 
French imperialism called itself “assimilationist,” the official nationalist par- 
ties are trapped into becoming co-opted agents of the ruling authorities. 
(Such, for example, was the sad fate of Farhat Abbas, who as he gained in 
official French approval lost any hope of winning mass support.) Thus, 
official bourgeois nationalist s simply dro p into the n arrative pattern of the 
Eur^ean.s H hoping-to beTOme rnimic men, in Naipaul’s phrase, mere native 


correspondences ot their imperia 


Fanon’s brilliant analysis of the liberationist tendency opens Chapter 2, 
“Spontaneity: Its Strength and Weakness,” the basis of which is a time lag 


. and the m asx-ofjhe.-pfi.ople .” 183 As.th£ -nationalis.ts cogy thdr jnethodsfrom 
Western-po litical parties, all sorts. of .te.nsiQns-de¥.elQp.withi n the nationalist 
camp — between count ry and city , between l eader and rank-and-file- he- 
tween bourgeoisleand-puasants, between fe udal and political le aders — all of 
them exploited by the imperialists. The , core problem is t hat, although 
official nationalists wa nt to break colonialism, “another quite different will 
[bgcomes jipparent] ; tha L^ agreement with it . ” 184 

Thereafter an il legal group asks questions about this policy, and it is quickly 
isolated, often imprisoned. 

So we can observe the process whereby the rupture runs between the 
illegal and_legaj„t£nde.Q£ ies within the part y . . . and an underground 
party, an offshoot of the legal party, will be the result 185 

Fanon’s method for showing the effect of this underground party is to 
dramatize its existence as a counter-narrative, an undergrou ndnarrative, set 
in motion by fugitives, outcasts, hounded intellectuals who flee tcT the 
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countryside and in their work and organization clarify and also undermine 
the weaknesses of the official narrative of nationalism. Far from leading 


the colonized people to supreme sovereignty at one fell swoop, that 
certainty which you had that all portions of the nation would be carried 
along with you at the same speed and led onward by the same light, that 
strength which gave you hope: all now are seen in the light of experi- 
ence to be symptoms of a very great weakness . 186 


Precisely that power to convey “the light of experience” is located in the 
illegal tendency animating the liberationist party. This party shows to all 
that racialism andrevgnge “ca nnot sustain a war of lib eration”; hence the 
native makes “the discovery” that in “breaking down colonial oppression he 
is automatically building up yet another system of exploitation,” this time 
giving it “a black face or an Arab one,” so long as the mimic men lead. 

“History teaches clearly,” remarks Fanon at this point, “that the battle 
against colonialism does not run straight away along the lines of national- 
ism. In the image of the lines of nationalism,” Fanon understands that 
conventionaljiarra tive is, as we noted in Conrad’s wo rk, central to imperial- 
i5 m’s ...a ppr . Q .p.riatiEe aoi^ominRdy&jnnbutes, Narxattye,itseif is the repre- 


WestFanon was the first major theorist of anti-imperialism to realize that 
orthodox nationalism followed along the same track hewn out by imperial- 
ism, which while it appeared to be conceding authority to the nationalist 
bourgeoisie was really extending its hegemony. To tell a simple national 
stOQ^ereforeJsjg repeat,, extend andalsg to en^eijde rhew forms jf 
imperia lism. L eft to itself, nationalism after independence will “crumble into 
regionalisms inside the hollow shell of nationalism itself .” 188 The old con- 
flicts between regions are now repeated, privileges are monopolized by one 
people over another, and the hierarchies and divisions constituted by impe- 
rialism are reinstated, only now they are presided over by Algerians, 
Senegalese, Indians, and so forth. 

Unless, Fanon says a little later, “a rapid step . . . [is] taken from national 
consciousness to political and social consciousness .” 189 He means first of all 

that ne — based on identitari an (i.e.^naflonali st) conscio usn ess mu st be 

< gg£riddgn^»Ie^^ — A f r ican, Arab, Islamic — should 
ha.v.e..pi^edence-o.vel paro^jarist ones, thus set ting uni lateral, non-narra- 
tiv£_xoiine.ctioas-among people who m imperialism separated in t o auton o- 
’PPUS. tnbes. n cult ures. Second— -here Fanon follows some of 

Lukacs’s ideas— t he center ( capital city, official culture, appointed leader) 
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must be deconsecrated and demystified. A new system of mobile relation- 
'sKipslHustTeplace the hierarchies inherited from imperialism. In passages of 
an incandescent power, Fanon resorts to poetry and drama, to Rene Char 
and Keita Fodeba. Liberation is consciousness of self, “not the closing of a 
door to communication 1,0 but a never-ending process of “discovery and 
encouragement leading to true national self-liberation and to universalism. 

One has the impression in reading the final pages of The Wretched of the 
Earth that having committed himself to combat both imperialism and ortho- 
dox nationalism by a counter-narrative of great deconstructive power, 


not make the complexir 


-.Mtizidentitari an force of 


counter-narrative explicit. B ut in the obscurity and difficulty of Fanon’s 
prose, there are enough poetic and visionary suggestions to make the case 
for liberaiion as a process and not as a goal contained automatically by the 


|jewlyJiid£pendeat-natians. Throughout The Wretched of the EarthJymvSn 
in French), Fanon wants somehow to bind the European as well as the 
native together in a new non-adversarial community of awareness and anti- 
imperialism. 

In Fanon’s imprecations against and solicitations of European attention, 
we find much the same cultural energy that we see in th e fiction of Ng ugi. 
Achebe, and Salih. I ts messages are we must strive to l iberate all man- 
we must all write jour h istories and enl fq pvt rescrip- 
tiyel:yia.-a new way? we share the same history, even thm^ for 
us t hac his t gSLgjs enslaved. This, in short, is writing from the colonies co- 
terminous with the real potential of post-colonial liberation. Algeria was 
liberated, as were Kenya and the Sudan. The important connections with the 
former imperial powers remain, as does a newly clarified sense of what can 
and cannot be relied on or salvaged from that former relationship. Once 
again it is culture and cultural effort that presage the course of things to 
come— well in advance of the cultural politics of the post-colonial period 
dominated by the United States, the surviving superpower. 

Since much of the literature of resistance was written in the thick of battle, 
there is an understandable tendency to concentrate on its combative, often 
strident assertiveness. Or to see in it a blueprint for the horrors of the Pol 
Pot regime. On the one hand, a recent spate of articles on Fanon has looked 
at him strictly as a preacher calling the oppressed to violence, and violence 
only. Little is said about F rench colonial violence; according to the strident 
polemics'TTSiaEeTHoolc^^ than an irrational, finally 

stupid enemy of “the West.” On the other hand, it is hard to miss in Amilcar 
Cabral s remarkable speeches and tracts the extraordinary intensity of the 
* s animosity and violence, the way ressentimetit and 
hate keep turning up — all the more evident against the particularly ugly 
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backdrop of Portuguese colonialism. Yet one would seriously misread such 
texts as “The Weapons of Theory” or “National Liberation and Culture” if 
one missed Cabral’s enabling utopianism and theoretical generosity, just as 
it is a misreading of Fanon not to see in him something considerably beyond 
a celebration of violent conflict. For both Cabral and Fanon. the emphasis 
jinJ‘a pned strug gle” is a t- mns t. tactical. For Cabral the liberation gained by 
violence, organization, and militancy is required because imperialism has 
sequestered the non-European away from experiences that have been per- 
mitted only to the white man. But, says Cabral, “the time is past when, in 
an attempt to perpetuate the domination of peoples, culture was regarded 
as an attribute of privileged peoples or nations and when, out of ignorance 
or bad faith, culture was confused with technical skill, if not with the colour 
of one’s skin or the shape of one’s eyes.” 191 To end those barriers is to admit 
t he non-E ur opean to the whole range of h uman experie n ce; at least/ail 
humankind .can have a destiny and, more important, a history. V 


Certainly, as I said earlier, cultural resistance to imperialism has often 
taken the form of what we can call nativism use d as a private refuge. One 
finds this not only in Jabarti, but in the great early hero of Algerian resis- 
tance, the Emir Abdel Kader, a nineteenth-century warrior who, while 
fighting the French armies of occupation, also cultivated a cloistral spiritual 
apprenticeship to the thirteenth-century Sufi master Ibn Arabi. 192 T o fight 
against the distortions inflicted on your identity in this wav is to retu rn to 
a ^ pre-imperial peri od to locate a “pure” native culture. This is quite a 
different thing from revisionist interpretations, such aiTthose of Guha or 
Chomsky, whose purpose is to demystify the interests at work in establish- 
ment scholars who specialize in “backward” cultures, and to appreciate the 
complexity of the interpretative process. In a way, the nativist argues that 
o ne can get past all interpretati o n to the pure p henomenon. alireiraTTart 
beseeching assent and confirmation, rather than debate ancTTnvestigation. 
Something of this passionate intensity is found in blanket condemnations of 
“the West” such as Jalal Ali Ahmad’s Occidentosis: A Plague from the West 
(1961-62) 1 ” or in Wole Soyinka implying the existence of a pure native V 
African (as in his unfortunate attack on Islam and the Arabs as defacing the ® 
African experience); 194 one can see that intensity put more interestingly and 
productively to use in Anwar Abdel-Malek’s proposal about “civilizational 
projects” and the theory of endogamous cultures. 1 ” 

I am not particularly interested in spending much time discussing the 
altogether obvious unhappy cultural consequences of nationalism in Iraq, 
Uganda, Zaire, Libya, the Philippines, Iran, and throughout Latin America. 
Nationalism’s disabling capacities have been lingered over and caricatured 
quite long enough by a large army of commentators, expert and amateur 
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alike, for whom the non-Western world after the whites left it seems to have 
become little more than a nasty mix of tribal chieftains, despotic barbarians, 
and mindless fundamentalists. A more interesting commentary on the nativ- 
ist tendency — and the rather naive foundationalist ideology that makes it 
possible — is provided in such accounts of creole or mestizo culture as in 
Rodo’s Ariel and by those Latin American fabulists whose texts demonstrate 
the manHesT impurity, the fascinating mixture of real and surreal in all 
ex perience. As one ^eads^ mlgic red ist^' hke Carpentiefj who first describes 
it, Borges, Garda Marquez, _ and Fuentes, one vividly apprehends the dense 
interwoven strands of a history that mocks linear narrative, easily recuper- 


ated “essences,’’ and the dogmatic mimesis of “pure” representation. 

At its best, theculture of opposition and resistance suggests a theoretical 
alternative and a practical method for reconceiving human experience in 
non-imperialist terms. I say the tentative “suggests” rather than the more 
confident “provides” for reasons that will, I hope, become evident. 

Let me quickly recapitulate the main points of my argument first. The 
ideological and cultural war against imperialism occurs in the form of 
resistance in the colonies, and later, as resistance spills over into Europe and 
the United States, in the form of opposition or dissent in the metropolis. The 
first phase of this dynamic produces nationalist independence movements, 
the second, later, and more acute phase produces liberation struggles. The 
basic premise of this analysis is that alt hough the imperial divide in fact 
separates metr opolis from peripheries, and although-each culturalS 
unfq lds according to different agendas, rhetorics, and images, t hey are in fact 
connected, i f not always in perfect cor respondence. The Raj required Babus, 
just as laterthe Nehrus and the Gandhis took over the India set up by the 
British. The connection is made on the cultural level since, I have been 
saying, like all cultural practices the imperialist experience is an intertwined 
and overlapping one. Not only did the colonizers emulate as well as compete 
with one another, but so also did the colonized, who often went from the 
same general type of “primary resistance” to similar nationalist parties 
seeking sovereignty and independence. 

But is that all imperialism and its enemies have brought forward, a 
ceaseless round of impositions and counter-impositions, or is a new horizon 
opened up? 

There can be little doubt that were they alive today Fanon and Cabral, 
for example, would be hugely disappointed at the results of their efforts. I 
make that speculation consideringjheir work as a theory n ot just of resis- 
t ance and decolonization, but ofUb eratiori- In all sorts of ways, the somewhat 
inchoate historical forces, confusing antitheses, unsynchronized events that 
their work tried to articulate were not fully controlled or rendered by it. 




Collaboration, Independ m ^ jfi&Bti&pot.com *77 


leoretical structures sue 


writers on 


F anon turned out to be right about the rapacity and divisiveness of national 
bourgeoisies, but hejd id not and coul d not furnish an i nstitutional, or eve n 
theo retical, antidot e for its ravages. 

But it is not as state builders or, as the awful expression has it, founding 
fathers that the greatest resistance writers like Fanon and Cabral should be 
read and interpreted. Althoug h the struggle for natio nal liberation is contin- 
u ous with national independence, it is not — and in my opinion never was — 
culturally continuous with it. T o read Fanon and Cabral, or C.L.RTjames 
and George Lamming, or Basil Davidson and Thomas Hodgkin merely as 
so many John the Baptists of any number of ruling parties or foreign-office 
experts is a travesty. Something else was going on, and it sharply disrupts, 
then abruptly veers away from the unity forged between imperialism and 
culture. Why is this difficult to perceive? 

For one, t he theory and theoretical structures suggested by write rs on 
lib eration are rarely given the commanding authority — I mean the phrase 
quite literally — o r blithe universalis m of their con te mporary, mostly We st- 
ern counterparts. There are many reasons for this, not the least being the one 
I mentioned in my previous chapter, that very much like the narrative 
devices in Heart of Darkness, many cultural theories pretending to unive rsal- 
is m assume and -incorporate-the inequ ality of races, the subordination o f 
i nferior cultures, the acquiesc ence of those wh o. In Marx’s wor ds, c anno t 
re present themselves a nd.t he refor e must be represented bv others . “Hence,” 
says the Moroccan scholar Abdullah Laroui, “the Third World intelli- 
gentsia’s condemnations of cultural imperialism. Sometimes people are puz- 
zled by the ill-treatment meted out to the old liberal paternalism, to Marx’s 
Europocentrism, and to structuralist anti-racism (Levi-Strauss). This is be- 
cause t hey are unwilling to see how these can form part of the same 
he gemonic system .” 196 Or, as Chinua Achebe puts it, when remarking that 
Western critics often fault African writing for lacking “universality”: 


are unwilling 


Does it ever occur to these universalists to tr y out their ga me of 
changing names of characters and places in an American novel, say, a 
Philip Roth or an Updike, and slotting in African names just to see how 
it works? But of course it would not occur to them to doubt th e 
^univ ersality of their own literature. In the nature of things the work of 
a Western writer is automatically informed by universality. It is only 
others who must strain to achieve it. So-and-so’s work is universal: he 
has truly arrived! As though universality were some distant bend in the 
road which you may take if you travel out far enough in the direction 
of Europe_Qj_Ajiiedca, -if.yQU-put-adejiuat e distanceTetweeiTvou iself 
and your home. 197 
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As an instructive reminder of this unfortunate state of affairs, consider the 
roughhLCa ntemporary work of Michel Foucault and Frantz Fanon. bo th of 
whom stress the unavoidable problematic of immobilization and confine- 
ment at the center of the Western system of knowledge and discipline. 
Fanon’s work programmatically seeks to treat colonial and metropolitan 
societies together, as discrepant but related entities, while Foucault’s work 
moves further and further away from serious consideration of social wholes, 
focussing instead upon the individual as dissolved in an ineluctably advanc- 
ing “microphysics of power” 198 that it is hopeless to resist. Fanon represents 


constituency 


tern, moving 


con finement to liberation; ignoring theimperial context of his own theories, 
F oucault s eems actually to represent an irresistible colonizing m ovement 
that parad oxically fortifies the prestige of both the lonely individual schola r 
an d the system that contains him . Both Fanon and Foucault have Hegel, 
Marx, Freud, Nietzsche, Canguihelm, and Sartre in their heritage, yet only 
Fanon presses that formidable arsenal into anti-authoritarian service. Fou- 
cault, perhaps because of his disenchantment with both the insurrections of 
the 1960s and the Iranian Revolution, swerves away from politics entirely. 199 

Much of Western Marxism, in its aesthetic and cultural departments, is 
similarly blinded to the matter of imperialism. Frankfurt School critical 
theory, despite its seminal insights into the relationships between domi- 
nation, modern society, and the opportunities for redemption through art as 
critique, is s tunningly silent on ra cist theory, anti-imperialist resist ance, and 
o ppositional practice in the empire . And lest that silence be interpreted as 
an oversight, we have today’s leading Frankfurt theorist, Jurgen Habermas, 
explaining in an interview (originally published in The New Left Review) that 
the silence is deliberate abstention: no, he says, we have nothing to say to 
“anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist struggles in the Third World,” even if, 
he adds, “I am aware of the fact that this is a eurocentrically limited view.” 200 
All the major French theoreticians except Deleuze, Todorov, and Derrida 
have been similarly unheeding, which has not prevented their ateliers from 
churning out theories of Marxism, language, psychoanalysis, and history 
with an implied applicability to the whole world. Much the same thing can 
be said of most Anglo-Saxon cultural theory, with the important ex ception 
oflijgminisnv-and a small han dful of work by young critics influenced by 


So if European theory and Western Marxism as cultural co-efficients of 
liberation haven’t in the main proved themselves to be reliable allies in the 
resistance to imperialism — on the contrary, one may suspect that they are 
part of the same invidious “universalism” that connected culture with impe- 
rialism for centuries — how has the liberationist anti-imperialism tried to 
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break this shackling unity? First, by a new integrative or contrapuntal 


Stern and non- Western experiences as 


helonging tQ gether....becaus£...the.v ar e connected by imperialism . Second, by 
an imaginative, even utopian vision which reconceives emancipatory (as 
opposed to confining) theory and performance. Third, by an investment 
neither in new authorities, doctrines, and encoded orthodoxies, nor in estab- 
lished institutions and causes, but in a particular sort of nomadic, migratory, 


Let me illustrate my points by looking at a wonderful passage in C.L.R. 
James’s The Black Jacobins. Twenty-odd years after his book appeared in 1938, 
James appended a further chapter, “From Toussaint L’Ouverture to Fidel 
Castro.” Although James is a highly original figure, as I said, it takes nothing 
away from his contribution to associate his work with that of various metro- 
politan historians and journalists — Basil Davidson, Thomas Hodgkin, Mal- 
colm Caldwell among others in Britain, Maxime Rodinson, Jacques 
Chesnaux, Charles-Robert Argeron among others in France — who labored 
at the intersection of imperialism with culture, and who went the range from 
journalism to fiction to scholarship. That is, there was a conscious attempt 
not only to write history saturated in, taking maximum account of, the 
struggle between imperial Europe and the peripheries, but to_write it in 
terms bo th of subject matter and of trea tment or m etho d, from the stand- 

For all 6? 

them, the history of the Third World had to overcome the assumptions, 
attitudes, and values implicit in colonial narratives. If this meant, as it 
usually did, adopting a partisan position of advocacy, then so be it; it was 
impossible to write of liberation and nationalism, however allusively, with- 
out also declaring oneself for or against them. They were correct, I believe, 
in presuming that in so globalizing a world-view as that of imperialism, there 
could be no neutrality: one either was on the side of empifedf ag^nsnt, and, 


lived the empire (as native or as white), there was 


since they themselves I 
no getting away from 


James’s Black Jacobins treats the Santo Domingo slave uprising as a process 
unfolding within the same history as that of the French Revolution, and 
Napoleon and Toussaint are the two great figures who dominate those 
turbulent years. Events in France and in Haiti crisscross and refer to one 
another like voices in a fugue. James’s narrative is broken up as a history 
dispersed in geography, in archival sources, in emphases both Black and 
French. Moreover James writes of Toussaint as someone who takes up the 
struggle for human freedom — a struggle also going on in the metropolis to 
which culturally he owes his language and many of his moral allegiances — . 
with a determination rare among subordinates, rarer still among slaves. He 
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devolution not 


human, and he does so with a dense historical awareness of how in finding 
the language of Diderot, Rousseau, and Robespierre one follows predeces- 
sors creatively, using the same words, employing inflections that trans- 
formed rhetoric into actuality. 

Toussaint’s life ended terribly, as a prisoner of Napoleon, confined in 
France. Yet the subject of James’s book properly speaking is not contained 
in Toussaint’s biography any more than the history of the French Revolu- 
tion would be adequately represented if the Haitian insurgency were left 
out. The process continues into the present — hence James’s 1962 appendix, 
“from Toussaint to Castro” — and the predicament remains. How can a non- 
or post-imperial history be written that is not naively utopian or hopelessly 
pessimistic, given the continuing embroiled actuality of domination in the 
Third World? This is a methodological and meta-historical aporia, and 
James’s swift resolution of it is brilliantly imaginative. 

In digressing briefly to reinterpret Aim6 Cesaire’s Cahierd'un retour au pays 
natal, James discovers the poet’s movement through the deprivations of West 
Indian life, through “the blue steel rigidities” and “vainglorious conquests” 
of “the white world,” to the West Indies again, where in wishing to be free 
from the hate he once felt toward his oppressors, the poet declares his 
commitment “to be the cultivator of this unique race.” In other words, 
C6saire finds that the continuation of imperialism means that there is some 
need to think of “man” (the exclusively masculine emphasis is quite striking) 
as something more than “a parasite in the world.” “To keep in step with the 
world” is not the only obligation: 


but the work of man is only just beginning 

and it. remains to man to conquer all 

the violence entrenched in the recesses of his passion. 

And no race possesses the monopoly of beauty, 
of intelligence, of force, and there 
is_a.place.foralLatthe-rendezvous 
of victory . 2 01 ( James's translation) 


This, says James, is the very center of C6saire’s poem, precisely as Cesaire 
discovers that thed efensive assertion o f o ne’s identity, nigritude, is no t 
enoug h. Negritude is just one c ontribution to “the rendezvous of victory .” 
“The vision of the poet,” James adds, “is not economics or politics, it is 
poetic, sui generis, true unto itself and needing no other truth. But it would 
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be the most vulgar racism not to see here a poetic incarnation of Marx’s 
famous sentence, ‘ The real history of humanity will b egin.’ ” 202 
At this moment James accomplishes another contrapuntal, non-narrative 
turn. Instead of following Cesaire back to West Indian or Third World 
history, instead of showing his immediate poetic, ideological, or political 
antecedents, James sets him next to his great Anglo-Saxon contemporary 
T. S. Eliot, whose conclusion is “Incarnation”: 

Here the impossible union 
Of spheres of existence is actual. 

Here the past and the future 
Are conquered, and reconciled. 

Where action were otherwise movement 

Of that which is only moved 

And has in it no source of movement . 203 

By moving so unexpectedly from Cesaire to Eliot’s “Dry Salvages,” verses 
by a poet who, one might think, belongs to a totally different sphere, James 
rides the poetic force of Cesaire’s “truth unto itself” as a vehicle for crossing 
over from the provincialism of one strand of history into an apprehension 
of other histories, all of them animated by and actualized in an “impossible 
union.” This is a literal instance of Marx’s stipulated beginning of human 
history, and it gives to his prose the dimension of a social community as 
actual as the history of a people, as general as the vision of the poe t. 

Neither an abstract, packaged theory, nor a disheartening collection of 
narratable facts, this moment in James’s book embodies (and does not merely 
represent or deliver) t he energies of anti-imperialist liberation .;! doubt that 
anyone can take from it some repeatable doctrine, reusable theory, or 
memorable story, much less the bureaucracy of a future state. One might 
perhaps say that it is the history and politics of im p erialis m , of slav ery, 
conquest,, and dominatio jri,freed,by .po.etryi . for a yis ion beari ng on, if not 
deliyering, tme.iibexation. Insofar as it can be approximated in other begin- 
nings then, like The Black Jacobins, it is a part of what in human history can 
move us from the history of domination toward the actuality of liberation. 
Thisjn Q_vement resists the already charted and con trolled narrative lanes 
and ,skjrts„the sys tems of theory, doctrine. an(ror thQ doxy. But, as James’s 
whole work attests, it does not abandon the social principles of community, 
critical vigilance, and theoretical orientation. And in contemporary Europe 
and the United States, such a movement, with its audacity and generosity 
of spirit, is particularly needed, as we advance into the twenty-first century. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


FREEDOM FROM 
DOMINATION IN THE 
FUTURE 


j The new men of Empire are the ones who believe in fresh starts, new . .chapters, 
new pages: 1 stru ggk-.Qn .witJi the old story r . hoping that before it is finished it 
jj will reveal to me why it was that I th ought jt.y or^ h th e troiible , 

J. M. Coetzee, Waiting for the Barbarians 


American Ascendancy: The Public Space at War 

y 


I mperialism did not end, did not suddenly become “past^/once decoloni- 
zation had set in motion the dismantling of the classical empires. A legacy 
of connections still binds countries like Algeria and India to France and 
Britain respectively. A vast new population of Muslims, Afr icans, and West 
I ndians from former colonial territories now re sides in metropolitan Europe; 
ev en Italy, Germany, and Scandinavia today must deal with these disloca - 
tions, which are to a large degree the result of imperialism and decoloniza- 


tio n asTve Il_ as expanding European pop ulation. Also, the end of the Cold 
War and of the Soviet Union has definitively changed-the . w orld map . The 
triumph of the United States as the last superpower suggests that a new set 
of force lines will structure the world, and they were already beginning to 
be apparent in the 1960s and ’70s. 

Mic hael Barrat t-Brown, in a preface to the 1970 second edition of his After 
Imperialism (1965), argues “that imperialism is still without question a most 
powerful force in the economic, politka lanTn^^ th e 

l ess economically dev eloped, lands are subject e d to the more economically 
developed. We may still look forward to its ending.” 1 It is ironic that 


Mi j ( alc. 
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descriptions of the new form of imperialism have regularly employed idioms 


se that could not have as easir 


lied to the 


classic al empires during their heyday . Some of these descriptions have an 
extraordinarily dispiriting inevitability, a kind of galloping, engulfing, im- 
personal, and deterministic quality. Accumulation o n a world scale; the 
world capitalist system; the development of underdevelopment; imperialism 
and dependency, or the structure of dependence; poverty and imperialism: 
the repertory is well-known in economics, political science, history, and 
sociology, and it has been identified less with the New World Order than 
with members of a controversial Left school of thought. Nevertheless the 
cultural implications of such phrases and concepts are discernible — despite 
their oft-debated and far from settled nature — and, alas, they are undeniably 
depressing to even the most untutored eye. 

What are the salient features of the re-presentation of the old imperial 
inequities, the persistence, in Arno Mayer’s telling phrase, of the old re- 
gime? 2 One certainly is th e immense economic rift between poor and ri ch 
s tates, wh ose basically quite simple topography was drawn in the starkest 
terms by the so-called Brandt Report, North-South: A Program for Survival 
(1980). 3 Its conclusions are couched in the language of crisis and emergency: 
the poorest nations of the Southern Hemisphere must have their “priority 
needs” addressed, hunger must be abolished, commodity earnings strength- 
ened; manufacturing in the Northern Hemisphere should permit genuine 
growth in Southern manufacturing centers, trans-national corporations 
should be “restricted” in their practices, the global monetary system should 
be reformed, development financejhould be changed to eliminate what has 
been accurately described as w debt jrap.” 4 The crux of the matter is, as 
the report’s phrase has it, power-sharing, t hat is, giving the Southern coun- 
tries a more equitable share in “power and decision-making within mone- 
tary and financial institutions.” 5 

It is difficult to disagree with the report’s diagnosis, which is made more 
credible by its balanced tone and its silent picture of the untrammelled 
rapacity, greed, and immorality of the North, or even with its recommenda- 
tions. But how will th e changes com e about 3 The post-war classifications of 
all the nations into three “worlds” — coined by a French journalist — has 
largely been abandoned. 6 Willy Brandt and his colleagues implicitly con- 


been adequate to the i nnumerable regional and global conflicts that occu r 
with lncreasmg frequency. With the exception of the work of small groups 
(e.g., the World Order Models Project), global thinking tends to reproduce 
the superpower, Cold War, regional, ideological, or ethnic contests of old, 
even more dangerous in the nuclear and post-nuclear era, as the horrors of 
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Yugoslavia attest. The powerful are likely to get more powerful and richer, 
the weak less powerful and poorer; the gap between the two overrides the 
; former distinctions between socialist and capitalist regimes that, in Europe 

at least, have become less significant. 

In 1982 Noam Chomsky concluded that during the 1980s 


the “North-South” conflict will not subside, and new forms of domi- 
nation will have to be devised to ensure that privileged segments of 
Western industrial society maintain substantial control over global 
resources, human and material, and benefit disproportionately from 
this control. Thus it comes as no surprise that t he reconstitution o f 
ideology in the United States finds echoes throughout the industrial 


world. . . . B ut it is an absolute requirement for the Western system of 
ideology that a vast gulf b e established between the civilized West, wit h 
its traditional commitment to human dignity, liberty, and self-determi- 
nation, and the barbaric brutality of those who for some reason — 


perhaps defective genes — rail to appreciate 


of this historic 


commitment, so well revealed by America’s Asian wars, for example . 7 

Chomsky’s move from the North-South dilemma to American, and West- 
ern, dominance is, I think, basically correct, although the decrease in Ameri- 
can economic power; the urban, economic, and cultural crisis in the United 
States; the ascendancy of Pacific Rim states; and the confusions of a multi- 
polar world have muted the stridency of the Reagan period. For one it 
underlines the continuity of the ideological n eed to consolidate andjustify 


underlines the continuity of the ideological need to consolidate and lustily 
d omination in cultural terms th arJ ias been t h e ease in the West since the 
nineteenth century, and even earlier . Second, it accurately picks up the 
theme based on re peated proje ctions and theorizations of American power, 
sounded in often very insecure and therefore overstated ways, that we live 
today in a period of American ascendancy. 

Studies during the past decade of major personalities of the mid- 
twentieth century illustrate what I mean. Ronald Steel’s Walter Lippmann and 
the American Century represents the mind-set of that ascendancy as inscribed 
in the career of the most famous American journalist — the one with the most 
prestige and power — of this century. The extraordinary thing about Lipp- 
mann’s career as it emerges from Steel’s book is not that Lippmann was 
correct or especially perspicacious with regard to his reporting or his predic- 
tions about world events (he was not), but rather that from an “insider ’s” 
position (the term is his) he a rtic ulated American global domi n ance withou t 
dehuTfrdTTrrceji tTorV i et n a m, and that he saw his role as pundit to be that 
ofhelpmgliis compatriots to make “an adjustment to reality,” the reality of 
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unrivalled American power in the world, which he made more acceptable 
by stressing its moralism, realism. almiism w ith “a remarkable skill for not 
straying too far from the thrust of public opinion.” 8 

A similar view, albeit differently expressed as a mandarin’s more austere 
and elite understanding of the American global role, is found in George 
Kennan’s influential writing. The author of the containment policy that 
guided United States official thinking for much of the Cold War period, 
Kennan believed his co untry to be the gu ardian of Western civilization. For 
bim such a destiny in the non-European~world implied no effort to be 
expended on making the United States popular (“rotarian idealism” he 
called it scornfully) but rather depended on “st raight power concepts.” And 
since no formerly colonized people or state had the wherewithal to chal- 
lenge the United States militarily or economically, he cautioned restraint. 
Yet in a memo written in 1948 for the Policy Planning Staff, he approved of 
recolonizing Africa and also, in something he wrote in 1971, of apartheid (not 
of its abuses however), although he disapproved of the American interven- 
tion in Vietnam and generally of “a purely American kind of informal 
imperial system.” 9 The re was no doubt in his mind that Europ e and America 
were uniquely . B.ositiouedto i ea d the world , a view that caused him to regard 
his own country as a sort of “adolescent” growing into the role once played 
by the British empire. 

Other forces shaped post-war United States foreign policy besides men 
like Lippmann and Kennan — both lonely men alienated from the mass 
society they lived in, who hated jingoism and the cruder forms of aggressive 
American behavior. They knew that isolationism, interventionism, anti- 
colonialism, free-trade imperialism were related to the domestic character- 
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“ anti-i ntellectuafLaad-“paTanQid^: these produced the inconsistencies, ad- 
vances, and retreats of United States foreign policy before the end of World 
War Two. Yet th e idea of A mericanJe.adershi&aiulexcep tionali.sm is nevpr 
a bsent; n o matter what the United States does, these authorities often do not 


want it to be an imperial power like the others it followed, preferring instead 
the notion of “wo rld responsibility ” as a rationale for what it does. Earlier 
rationales — the Monroe Doctrine, Manifest Destiny, and so forth — lead to 
“world responsibility,” which exactly corresponds to the growth in the 
United States’ global interests after World War Two and to the conception 
of its enormous power as formulated by the foreign policy and intellectual 
elite. 


In a persuasively clear account of what damage this has done, Richard 
Barnet notes that a United States military intervention in the Third World 
had occurred every year between 1945 and 1967 (when he stopped counting). 

-c~ 
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Since that time, the United States has been i mpre ssi vely active, m ost notably 
during the Gulf War of 1991, when 65-0,000 troops were dispatched 6,000 
miles to turn back an Iraqi invasion of a United States ally. Such interven- 
tions, Barnet says in The Roots of War, have “all the elements of a powerful 
imperial creed . . . : a sense of mission, historical necessity, and evangelicaT 
fervor.” He continues: 



The imperial creed rests on a theory of law-m aking^ Ac cording to the 
strident globalists, like [Lyndon Baines] Johnson, and the muted glo- 
balists, like Nixon, the goal of U.S. foreign policy i sto bring about a 
world increasingly subject to the r ule of law. But it is theTJmtecTSfates - 
w hich must “organize the pea ce.” to use Secretary r 6T'Stare"Rusk , s 
words. The United States imposes the “international interest” by set- 
ting the ground rules for economic development and military deploy- 
ment across the planet. Thus the United States sets rules for Soviet 
behavior in Cuba, Brazilian behavior in Brazil, Vietnamese behavior in 
Vietnam. Cold War policy is expressed by a series o f directives on such 
extraterritori al matter s as whether Britain may trade with Cuba or 
whether the government of British Guiana may have a Marxist dentist 
to run it. Cicero’s de finition of the early Ro man empire was remarkably 
similar. It was the domain^ver which Rome enjoyed the legal right to 
enforce the law. Today America’s self-appointed writ runs throughout 
the world, including the Soviet Union and China, over whose territory 
the U.S. government has asserted the right to fly military aircraft. The 
United States, uniquely blessed with surpassing riches and an excep- 
tional history, stands above the international system, not within it. 
Supreme among nations, she stands ready to be the bearer of the Law. 10 


Although these words were published in 1972, they even more accurately 
describe the United States during the invasion of Panama and the Gulf War, 
a country which continues to try to dictate its views about law and peace all 


over the workjL The amazing thing about this is not that it is attempted, but 
that i t is done with so much consensus and near unanimity in a publ ic spher e 
constructed as a kind of cultural space expressly to represent and explain it 


constructed as a Kina ot cultural space expres sly to represent and ex plain it 
In periods of great internal crisis (e.g., a year or so after the Gulf War) this 
sort of moralistic triumphalism is suspended, put aside. Yet while it lasts the 
m edia play an ext ra Qrdinary r ale 4 n--ma nufacturing consent ” as Chomsky 
calls it, in making the average American feel that it is up to “us” to right the 
wrongs of the world, and the devil with contradictions and inconsistencies. 
The Gulf intervention was preceded by a string of interventions (Panama, 





American Ascendancy: The Public Space at IVar . 287 

wwwVkurTRu.Diogspot.com' 

Grenada, Libya), all of them widely discussed, most of them approved, or 
at least undeterred, as belonging to “us” by right. As Kiernan puts it 
“A merica loved to think that whate ver it wan ted was just what th e human 
r ace wanted.” 11 

For years the United States government has had an active policy of direct 
and announced intervention in the affairs of Central and South America: 
Cuba, Nicaragua, Panama, Chile, Guatemala, Salvador, Grenada have had 
attacks made on their sovereignty ranging from outright war to coups and 
proclaimed subversion, from assassination attempts to the financing of “con- 
tra” armies. In East Asia the United States fought two large wars, sponsored 
massive military drives that caused hundreds of thousands of deaths at the 
hands of a “friendly” government (Indonesia in East Timor), overturned 
governments (Iran in 1953), and supported states in lawless activity, flouting 
United Nations resolutions, contravening stated policy (Turkey, Israel). The 
offidaLli ne most of the time is that the United States is defendinglts 
inter ests, maintaining order, bringi ng justice to bear upon injustice a nd 
misbehavior. Yet, in the case of Iraq, the United States used the United 
Nations Security Council to push through resolutions for war, at the same 
time that in numerous other instances (Israel’s chief among them) United 
Nations resolutions supported by the United States were unenforced or 
ignored, and the United States had unpaid dues to the United Nations of 
several hundred million dollars. 

Dissenting literature has always survived in the United_States_alonffside 


the authorized public space; this literature can be described as oppositional 
to^he ov^airnaTionaTand official performance. There are revisionist histori- 
ans such as William Appleman Williams, Gabriel Kolko, and Howard Zinn, 
powerful public critics like Noam Chomsky, Richard Barnet, Richard Falk, 
and many others, all of them prominent not only as individual voices but as 
me mbers of a fairly substantial alternative and anti-imperial current within 
the country rWith tnem go such Left-liberal journals as The Nation, The 
Progressive, and, when its author was alive, I. F. Stone’s Weekly. How much of 
a following there is for such views as represented by the opposition is very 
difficult to say; t here has always been an opposition— one thinks of anti- 
imperialists like Mark Twain, William James, and Randolph Bourne — but 
the depressing truth is that i ts deterrent power has not been effective. Such 
views as opposed the United States attack on Iraq did nothing at all to stop, 
postpone, or lessen its horrendous force. What prevailed was an extraordi- 
nary mainstream consensus in which the rhetoric of the government, the 


Ucymakers, the mill 




ar y, think tanks, media, and academic centers con - 
of United States force and the ultimate justice of its 
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projection, for which a long history of theorists and apologists from Andrew 
Jackson through Theodore Roosevelt to Henry Kissinger and Robert W. 
Tucker furnished the preparation. 

A correspondence is evident, but frequently disguised or forgotten, be- 
tween the nineteenth-century doctrine of Manifest Destiny (the title of an 
1890 book by John Fiske), the territorial expansiorTof the United States, the 
enormaa s literature of iustification- Chistorical mission, moral regeneration, 
the expansion of freedom: all of these studied in Albert K. Weinberg’s 
massively documented 1958 work Manifest Destiny),' 2 and the ceaselessly 
repeated formulae about the need for an American intervention against this 
or that aggression since World War Two. The correspondence is rarely 
made explicit, and indeed disappears when the public drums of war are 
sounded and hundreds of thousands of tons of bombs are dropped on a 
dis tant and mostly unknown ene my. The intellectual blotting-out of what 
“we” do in the process interests me, since it is obvious that no imperial 
mission or scheme can ever ultimately succeed in maintaining overseas 
control forever; history also teaches us that d omination breeds resi stance, 
and that the violence inherent in the imperial contest — for all its occasional 
profit or pleasure — is an impoverishment /or hath sides. These_nmths_hold 
i n an era saturated with thejnemo ry of past imperia lisms. Tiiere-areTatioo 
many politi cized p eople on ea rth tod ay for an y na tion r eadi l y to acc e pt the 
finality of America' s historical mission to lead the world . 

Enough work has been done by American cultural historians for us to 
understand t he sources of the drive to domination on a world scale as well 
as the way that drive is represented and made acceptable. Richard Slotki n 
argues, in Regeneration Through Violen ce, th at the shaping experience of Am er- 
i can history was the extended wars with the native American Indians; this 
in turn produced an image of Americans not as plain killers (as D. H. 


Lawrence said of them) but as “a new race ot people, independent or the 
sin-darken ed heritage of man , se eking a totally new and ori g inal relationship 
to pure nature as hunters, explorers, pioneers and seekers.” 13 Such imagery 


keeps recurring in nineteenth-century literature, most memorably in Mel- 
ville’s M.oby-Dick, where, as C.L.R. James and V. G. Kiernan have argued 
from a non-American perspective, Captain Ahab is an allegorical represen- 
tation of the American world quest; he is obsessed, compelling, unstoppable, 
completely wrapped up in his own” rhetorical justification and his sense of 
cosmic symbolism. 14 

No one would want to reduce Melville’s great work to a mere literary 
decoration of events in the real world; besides. Melville himself was very 
c ritical of what Ahab was u p to as an American. Yet the fact is that during 
the nineteenth century the United States did expand territorially, most often 
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at the expense of native peoples, and in time came to gain hegemony over 
the North American continent and the territories and seas adjacent to it. 
Nineteenth-century offshore experiences ranged from the North African 
coast to the Philippines, China, Hawaii, and of course throughout the Carib- 
bean and Central America. The broad tendency was to expand and extend 


bean ana central America. 1 ne oroaa t endency was to expand and exten d 
cnntroLfarther , and nor to spend much time reflecting on the integ rity and 
independence of Others, for whom the American presence was at very best 
a mixed blessing. 

An extraordinary, but nevertheless typical, example of American wilfiil- 
ness is at hand in the relationship between Haiti and the United States. As 
J. Michael Dash reads it in Haiti and the United States: National Stereotypes and 
the Literary Imagination, almost from the moment Haiti gained its indepen- 
dence as a Black republic in 1803 Americans tended to imagine it as a void 
into which they could pour their own ideas J kbolitionists, says Dash, thoug ht 
of Haiti not as a place with its own integrity and people but as a conveni ent 
sit e for relocating freed slaves . Later the island and its people came to 
represent degeneracy and of course racial inferiority. The United States 
occupied the island in 1915 (and Nicaragua in 1916) and set in place a native 
tyranny that exacerbated an already desperate state of affairs. 15 And when in 
1991 and 1992 thousands of Haitian refugees tried to gain entry into Florida, 
most were forcibly returned. 

Few Americans have agonized over places like Haiti or Iraq once the 
crisis or their country’s actual intervention was over. Strangely, and despite 
both its intercontinental range and its genuinely various elements, American 
domination is insular. The foreign-policy elite has no long-standing tradi- 
tion of direct rule overseas, as was the case with the British or the French, 
so American attention works in spurts; great masses of rhetoric and huge 
resources are lavished somewhere (Vietnam, Libya, Iraq, Panama), followed 
by virtual silence. Again Kiernan: “More multifarious than the British em- 
pire, the new hegemony was even less capable of finding any coherent 
programme of action other than of bullheaded negation. H ence its readiness 
to let plans be made for it, by company directors or secret agents.” 16 

Granted that American expansionism is p rincipally economic, it is still 
highly dependent and moves together with, upon, cultural ideas and ideolo- 
gies about America itself, ceaselessly reiterated in public. “An economic 
system^Kiernan rightly reminds us, “l ike a nation or a religio n, lives not by 
bread-alone. bu T by beliefs, visions, daydreams as well, and these may be no 
l ess vital to it for being errone ous." 17 There is a kind of monotony to the 
regularity of schemes, phrases, or theories produced by successive genera- 
tions to justify the serious responsibilities of American global reach. Recent 
scholarship by Americans paints a bleak picture of how most of these 
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attitudes and the policies they gave rise to were based on almost petulant 
misinterpretations and ignorance, unrelieved except by a desire for mastery 
and_domination !: jtself stamped by ideas of American ex ceptionalism. The 
relationship betweeirSinSiS^ndit^PacIficorFar EasternTnterlocutors — ■ 
China, Japan, Korea, Indochina — is informed by racial prejudice , sudden 
and relatively unprepared rushes of attention followed by enormous pres- 
sure applied thousands of miles away, geographically and intellectually 
distant from the lives of most Americans. Taking into account the scholarly 
revelations of Akiri Iriye, Masao Miyoshi,John Dower, and Marilyn Young, 
we see that there was a great deal of misunderstanding of the United States 
by these Asian countries, but, with the complicated exception ofjapan, they 
did not actually penetrate the American continent. 

One can see this extraordinary asymmetry fu ll blown with the emergence 
in the United States of the discourse (and the policies) of Development and 
Modernization, an actuality treated in Graham Greene’s novel The Quiet 
American, and with somewhat less comprehending skill in Lederer and Bur- 
dick’s The Ugly American. A truly amazing conceptual arsenal — theories of 
ec onomic phase s, socia l types, trad itional soc ieties, systems transfe rs, 
p acification , s ocial mobilization, and so on — was deployed throughout th <> 
world; universities and think tanks received huge government subsidies to 
pursue these ideas, many of which commanded the attention of strategic 
planners and policy expens in (or close to) the United States government. 
Not until the great popular disquiet at the Vietnamese war did critical 
scholars pay attention to this, but then, almost for the first time t the criticism 
wa s hearcL o Qt just of United States policy in Indochina but of the im penallit~~ 
premisfiS-.of . United States attitudes to Asia, A persuasive account oFTKe 
Development and Modernization discourse that takes advantage of the 
anti-war critique is Irene Gendzier’s volume, Managing Political Change.™ 
She shows how the unexamined drive to global reach had the effect of 
depoliticizing, reducing, and sometimes even eliminating the integrity of 
overseas societies that seemed in need of modernizing and of what Walt 
Whitman Rostow called “economic take-off.” 

Although these characterizations are not exhaustive, they do, I think, 
accurately describe a general policy with considerable social authority, 
which created what D.C.M. Platt called in the British context a “departmen- 
tal view.” The leading academic figures analyzed by Gendzier — Hunting- 
ton, Pye, Verba, Lerner, Lasswell — determined the intellectual agenda and 
the perspectives of influential sectors of the government and academy. 
S ubversion, radical nationalism, native .. arguments for independenc e: all 
t hese pheno mena of decolonization and the aftermath nf classicalimperial- 
ism the Colti .W-a-r. Xhey had 

ir 
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to be sjibyfirtcd—ot-co^opted^- in the case of Korea, Ghina, Vietnam they 
required a renewed commitment to expensive military campaigns. The 
apparent challenge to American authority in the almost laughable case of 
post-Batista Cuba suggests that what was at stake was hardly security but 
rather a. se nse that within its self-defined domain (the hemisphere) the 
United States would noTaccepFany infrmgemems ors ustaiheTTdeoTciglcal 
c hallen ges to what it considered to be “freedom?) 

This twinning ofpower andlegitimacy, one force obtaining in the world 
of direct domination, the other in the cultural sphere, is a characteristic of 
classical imperial hegemony. Where it differs in the American century is the 
quantum leap in the reach of cultural authority , thanks in large measure to~ 
the unprecedented growth in the apparatus for the diffusion and control of 
information. As we shall see, t he media are central to the domestic culture. 
Whereas a century ago European culture was associated with a white man’s 
presence, indeed with his directly domineering (and hence resistible) physi- 
cal presence, we now have in addition an international media presence that 
insinuates itself, frequently at a level below conscious awareness, over a 
fantastically wide range. The phrase “cultural imperialism,” made current 
and even fashionable by Jacques Lang, loses“some of its meaning when 
applied to the presence of television serials like Dynasty and Dallas in, say 
France or Japan, but becomes pertinent again when viewed in a global 
perspective. 

The closest thing to such a perspective was offered in the report published 
by the International Commission for the Study of Communication Problems 
convened at the behest of UNESCO and chaired by Sean McBride: Many 
V rices, One World (1980), which addressed the so-called New World Informa- 
tion Order. 19 A great many often irrelevant words of angry analysis andf 
'atticirKavg- been heaped upon this report, most of them from American 
journalists and all-purpose sages who upbraid “the Communists” and “the 
Third World” fo r trying to curtail press democracy, the free flow of ideas, 
the market forces that shape telecommunications, the press and computer 
industries. But even the most cursory glance at the McBride Report will 
reveal that far from recommending simpleminded solutions like censorship, 
there was considerable doubt among most of the commission members th at 
a nything very much could be done to bring balance and equity in the 
anarduc worldJiifQ xmatiQn order. E ven not entirely sympathetic writers, for 
instance, Anthony Smith in The Geopolitics of Information, concede the serious- 
ness of the issues: 

T.hejJirMtJnindependenee4n-the-late_twfiatieth_cenrux.y..fr.oin-.the.ne,w 

colonialism itself. W e are begin- 
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ning to learn that de-colonization and the growth of supra-nationalism 
were not the termination of imperial relationships but merely _the_ 
ext ending o f a geo-political web which has been spinning s ince the. 
Ren aissance. T he new media have the power to penetrate more deeply 
into a “receiving” culture than any previous manifestation of Western 
technology. The results could be immense havoc, an intensification of 
the social contradictions within developing societies today. 20 

No one has denied that the holder of greatest power in this configuration 
is the United States, whet her because a handful of American trans-nation al 
corporations tmtnd-thejmanufacture, distrihutinn..and. above all selection 


of n ews relied on by most of the world (even Saddam Hussein seems to have 
relied on CNN for his news), or because the effectively unopposed expan- 


sion or vane 


r cultural control that < 
hanism of incorporate 


has created a new mechanism of incorporationLand dependence jy which to 
subordinate and compel not only a domesti c American con stituencybutalso 
weaker and smaller cultu resTSome of the work done by critical theorists — in 
piarticiilaf, Herbert Marcuse’s notion of one-dimensional society, Adorno 
and Enzensberger’s consciousness industry — has clarified the nature of the 
mix of repression and tolerance used as instruments of social pacification in 
Western societies (issues debated a generation ago by George Orwell, Al- 
dous Huxley, and James Burnham); the influence of Western, and particu- 
larly American media imperialism on the rest of the world reinforces the 
findings of the McBride Commission, as do also the highly important find- 
ings by Herbert Schiller and Armand Mattelart about the ownership of the 
means of producing and circulating images, news, and representations. 21 


before the media i 


are effective in repre- 


sen ting strange and threatening foreign cultures for the home audienc e, 
rarely with more success in creating an appetite for hostility and violence 
against these cultural “Others” than during the Gulf crisis and war of 
1990-91. Nineteenth-century Britain and France used to send expeditionary 
forces to bomb natives — “it appears,” Conrad’s Marlow says as he gets to 
Africa, “that the French had one of their wars going on thereabouts. ... In 
the empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she [a Fr ench man -of- 
war] was, incomprehensible, firing into a continent. Pop, would go one of the 
six-inch guns” — now the United States does it. Consider now how the Gulf 
War was made acceptable: in mid-December 1990 a small-scale debate 
occurred on the pages of The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times: 
Karen Elliott House of the former versus Anthony Lewis of the latter. 
House’s thesis was that the United States should not wait for sanctions to 
work, but ought to attack Iraq, making Saddam Hussein a^lear loser. Lewis’s 
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rebuttal displayed his usual measure of reasonableness and liberal good faith, 
qualities that have distinguished him among prominent American colum- 
nists. A supporter of George Bush’s initial response to Iraq’s invasion of 
Kuwait, Lewis now felt thatjhg4mbSpmsjoLaaj ^Iv war we re high, and 
Qughtmberesisted. He was impressed bythea^Intsof P eop¥lik^the 
super-hawk Paul Nitze, who had been saying that a large assortment of 
disasters would occur if an American ground offensive was undertaken in the 
Gu . The United States should wait, increase economic and dip lomatic 
a mu ch later war might be plausible. A coupleof 
weeks later the two antagonists appeared on the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, 
a nightly national program that permits lengthy discussion and analysis to 
dramatize their earlier positions. To watch the debate was to see opposed 
philosophies engaged in earnest discussion at a sensitive moment in the 
national experience. Th e United States seemed poi sed for wan here were 
thejg os and cons elQ _ qu mfc^ 


national nig 


.news program. 


As realists both House and Lewis accepted the principle that (^re^this 
pronoun, almost more than any other word, fortifies the somewhatMusory 
sense that all Americans, as co-owners of the public space, participate in the 
decisions to commit America to its far-flung foreign interventions-ought 
to hem the Gulf, regulating the behavior of states, armies, and peoples several 
thousand miles away. N ational survival was not an issue and never came up. 
But there was much talk of pri nciples, morality, an d right; both s^Toke" of 
military force as something more or less at their disposal, to deploy, use and 
withdraw appropriately, and in all this the United Nations seemed at’ best 
“ex^ipji oX^ debate was depressing 

because both antagonists were considerable people, neither predictable 
hawks (like Henry Kissinger, who never tired of “surgical strikes”) nor 
national security experts (like Zbigniew Brzezinski, who energetically op- 
posed the war on solidly geo-political grounds). 

For . both House_ancL-Lewis r .“our’.’ actions_.wexe _part of the assumed 
he ntage_of^merkan.^QnsJathe_woTld.atJarge^ wher eA mericahas 
lnteryengdfor two centuries with often devastating, b ut routinely forgotten. 
£ssults._ Rarely in the debate was there mention of the Arabs’ as having 
something to do with the war, as its victims, for instance, or (equally 
convincingly) its instigators,.One wa s 1 

entirely to be for Americans The I 


impending conflagration, ^vitlfns unconcealed and certain likelihood of 1 
terrible destruction, was distant, and once again, except for the (very few) 
arriving body bags and bereaved families, Americans were largely spared. 
The abstract quality imparted coldness and cruelty to the situation. 
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As an American and Arab who lived in both worlds, I found all this 
particularly troubling, not least because the confrontati o n appea red so total, 
so globally all-encompassing; there was no wav of not being in vo l ved. Never 
had nouns designating the Arab world or its components been so bandied 
about; never had they had so strangely abstract and diminished a meanin g, 
and rarely did any regard or care accompany them, even though the United 
States was not at war with all the Arabs. The Arab world compelled fascina- 


tion and interest and 


artection or 


knowledge. No major cul t ural group, for e xamph^-was (a nd still is ) _as littl e 
knownTiFone were to ask an American au courant with recent fiction or 
poetry for the name of an Arab writer, probably the only one to come up 
would still be Kahlil Gibran. How co uld there be so much interactio n on 


From the Arab point of view, the picture is just as skewed. There is still 
hardly any literature in Arabic that portrays Americans; the most interesting 
exception is Abdelrahman el Munif’s massive series of novels Cities of Salt , 11 
but his books are banned in several countries, and his native Saudi Arabia 
has stripped him" of Els citizensHIpTTo my knowledge there is still no 
ins titute or major academic de partment liTthe Arab world wEdse’main 
purpose is t he study o f A merica7 altho u gh t!T e lJnite 3 ~Sta^^^ 
larges t, most significant outsid e forc e in the contemporary Arab world . Some 
Arab leaders who spend their lives denouncing American interests also 
expend considerable energies getting their children into American universi- 
ties and arranging for green cards. It is still difficult to explain even to 
well-educated and experienced fellow Arabs that United States foreign 
policy is not in fact run by the CIA, or a conspiracy, or a shadowy network 
of key “contacts”; nearly everyone that I know believes the United States 
plans virtually every event of significance in the Middle East including even, 
in a mind-boggling suggestion made to me once, the Palestinian intifada. 

This fairly stable mix of long familiarity (well described in James Field’s 
America and the Mediterranean World ), 11 hostility, and ignorance pertains on 


noth sides or 


recent cultural encounter. 


The overriding sense one had at the time of Operation Desert Storm was 
inevitability, as if President Bush’s declared need “to get down there” and 
(in his own sporty argot) “kick ass” bad to run up against Saddam Hussein’s 
sternly brutal expression of the post-colonial Arab need to confront, talk 
back to, stand unblinkingly before the United States. The public rhetoric, in 
other words, was undeterred, uncomplicated by consideratio ns of ^detail ;* 
realism, cause or efFecx For at leastTSecade^ movies about American com- 
mandos pitted a hulking Rambo or technically whiz-like Delta Force against 
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Arab/Muslim terrorist-desperadoes; in 1991 it was as if an almost metaphysi- 
cal intention to rout Iraq had sprung into being, not because Iraq’s offense, 
though great, was cataclysmic, but because a small non-white country had 
disturbed or rankled a suddenly energized super-nation imbued with a 
fervor that could only be satisfied with compliance or subservience from 
“sheikhs, dictators, and camel-jockeys. The truly acceptable Arabs would 
be those who like Anwar Sadat seemed purified almost completely of their 
bothersome national selfhood and might become folksy talk-show guests. 

Historically the American, and perhaps generan^tKFWestSnTniieHia 
have been sensory extensions of the main cultural context. Arabs are only 
an attenuated recent example of Others who have incurred the wrath of a 
stern White Man, a kind of Purit a n s u pereg o whose errand into the w ilder- 
ne ss knows few boundaries and who will go to great leng thsindeetTfomakp 
his poi nts. Ye t of course the word “i mperialis m” was a conspicuously missing 


i ngredient in American discussions about the Gulf T“Tn States,” 

according to historian Richard W. Van Alstyne in The Rising American Empire, 
“it is almost heresy to describe the nation as an empire.” 24 Yet he shows that 
the early founders of the Republic, including George Washington, charac- 
terized the country as an empire, with a subsequent foreign policy that 
renounced reyohition and promoted imperi al-growth. He quotes one states- 
man after another arguing, as Reinhold Niebuhr put it caustically, that the 
country was “God ’s American Israel,” whog^mission^^ 
u adgLGodofth e_civilization of the world.” It was therefore difficult not to 
hear echoes of that same grandiose self-endowment at the time of the Gulf 
War. And as the Iraqi infraction seemed actually to grow before the collec- 
tive eyes of the nation, Saddam became Hitler, the butcher of Baghdad, the 
madman (as described by Senator Alan Simpson) who was to be brought low. 

Anyone who has read Moby-Dick may have found it irresistible to extrapo- 
late from that great novel to the real world, to see the American empire 
preparing once again, like Ahab, to take after an imputed eviL.First comes 
t he unexamined moral mission, then, in the media, its military-geci-strategic 


extension . The most disheartening thing about the media — asldefrom their 
sheepishly following the government policy model, mobilizing for war right 
from the start— was their trafficking in “expert” Middle East lore, sup- 
posedly well-informed about Arabs. All roadsiead to the baza ar; Arabs only 
understand force; brutality and violence are part of Arab civilization; Islam 
is an intolerant, segregationist, “medieval,” fanatic, cruel, anti-woman reli- 
gion. The context, framework, setting of any discussion was limited, indeed 
frozen, by these ideas. There seemed considerable but inexplicable enjoy- 
ment to be had in the prospect that at last “the Arabs” as represented by 
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Saddam were going to get their comeuppance. Many scores would be settled 
against various old enemies of the West: Palestinians, Arab nationalism 
Islamic civilization. 

Whatnot left o ut was enormous. Littl e ^ was re ported on oil com pany 
profits.--or-how-rhe surge in, oil-prices hadnEtlFtcT d^o with su pp ly^ oil 
contin ued to be overproduced. T he Iraqi case against Kuwait, or even the 
nature_of Kuwait itself — liberal in some ways, illiberal in others — received 
next to nBTieanngrEttle was said or analyzed about the complicity and 
hypocrisy of the Gulf states, the United States, Europe, and Iraq together 
during the Iran-Iraq War. Opinion on such issues circulated well after the 
war, for example, in an essay by Theodore Draper in The New York Review 
of Books (January 16, 1992), which suggested that some acknowledgement of 
Iraq’s claim against Kuwait might have staved off a war. There were efforts 
made by a small handful of scholars to analyze the popular rallying of some 
Arabs to Saddam, despite the unattractiveness of his rule, but these efforts 
were not integrated into, or allowed equal time with the peculiar inflections 
of American policy, which for a time promoted Saddam, then demonized 
him, th en learned how to live with him all over again. 

It is curious and profoundly symptomatic of the Gulf conflict that one 
word that wastediously pronounced and repronounced and yet left unan- 
alyzed was “linkage^ an ugly sole cism that seems to have been invented as 
a symbol of the unexami ne d/Gnencan'Tr^ttb Ig nore or include whole 
ge ographical sections of the glo be in its considerations. During the Gulf 
crisis, “linkage” meant not th at there w as, but that there was no connection 
between things that in fact belonged together by common association, sense, 
geography, history. These were sundered, left apart for convenience’s sake 
and for the benefit of imperious United States policymakers, military strate- 
gists, and area experts. E very one his own carver, said Jonathan Swift . That 
the Middle East was linked internally by all sorts of ties — that was irrelevant 
That Arabs might see a connection between Saddam in Kuwait and, say, 
Turkey in Cyprus — that too was pointless. That United States policy itself 
was a linkage was a forbi dden-topic most of all for pundits whose role was 
to manage popular consent for a war though it never actually emerged. 

Thej mtire premise was colonia l: that a small Third World dictatorship, 
nurtured and supported by the West, did not have the right to challenge 
America, which wa s white and superior. Britain bombed Iraqi troops in the 
1920s for daring to resist colonial rule; seventy years later the United States 
did it but wit h a more moralistic tone, w hich did little to conceal the thesis 
that Middle East oil reserves were an American trust. Such practices are 
anachronistic and supremely mischievous, since they not only make wars 
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continuously possible and attractive, but also prevent a secu re knowledge o f 
history, diplomacy, and politic s from having~the importance it should . 

An article that appeared in the Winter 1990-91 issue of Foreign Affairs, 
entitled “The Summer of Arab Discontent,” opens with the following pas- 
sage, which perfectly encapsulates the sorry state of knowledge and power 
that gave rise to Operation Desert- Storm: 

No sooner had the Arab/Muslim world said farewell to the wrath and 
passion of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s crusade than another contender 
rose in Baghdad. The new claimant was made of material different from 
the turbaned saviour from Qum: Saddam Hussein was not a writer of 
treatises in Islamic government nor a product of high learning in 
religious seminaries. Not for him were the drawn-out ideological strug- 
gles for the hearts and minds of the faithful. He came from a brittle 
land, a frontier country between Persia and Arabia, with little claim to 
culture and books and grand ideas. The new contender was a despot, 
a ruthless and skilled warden who had tamed his domain and turned it 


Yet even schoolchildren know that Iraq was the seat of Abbasid civilization, 
the highest flowering of Arab culture between the ninth and twelfth centu- 
ries, which produced works of literature still read today as Shakespeare, 
Dante, and Dickens are still read, and that, as a capital city, Baghdad is also 
one of the great monuments of Islamic art. 26 In addition, it is where, along 
with Cairo and Damascus, the nineteenth- and twentieth-century revival of 
Arab art and literature took place. Baghdad produced at least five of the 
greatest twentieth-century Arab poets and without any questioiTmoiroFIts 


to imply that Iraq and its citizens had no relation to books and ideas is to 
be amnesiac about Sumer, Babylon, Nineveh, Hammurabi, Assyria, and all 
the great monuments of ancient Mesopotamian (and world) civilization, 
whose-cradle Iraq is : T o say in so unqualified a way that Iraq was a “brittle” 
land, with the suggestion of overall aridity and emptiness, is also to sho w an 
i gnorance that an elementary schoolchiid wouid b e embarrassed to reveal. 
What happened to the verdant valleys of the Tigris and the Euphrates? 
What happened to the ancient truth that, of all the countries in the Middle 
East, Iraq has been by far the most fertile? 

The author sings the praises of contemporary Saudi Arabia, more brit tle 
a nd out of touch with books, ideas, and cultu re than I raq ever w as. My point 
is not to belittle Saudi Arabia, which is an important country and has much 
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to contribute. Bu t such writing as this is symptomatic of the intellectual will 
tQ P^^ P^^fir. in public, to tell it what it wants to hear, to say to it that it 
could go ahead and kill, bomb, and destroy, since what would be being 
attacked was really negligible, brittle, with no relationship to books, ideas, 
cultures, and no relation e ither, it gently suggests, to real people. W ith such 
information about Iraq, what forgiveness, what humanity, what chance for 
humane argument? Very little, alas. Hence the rather sodden and uneu- 
phoric commemoration of Operation Desert Storm a year after it, with even 
right-wing columnists and intellectuals bewailing President Bush’s “imperial 


presidency” and the inconclusiveness 


prolongec 


r~The world cannot long afford so heady a mixture of patriotism, relative 
'solipsism, social authority, unchecked aggressiveness, and defensiveness to- 
ward others. Today the United States is triumphalist internationally, and 
seems in a febrile way eager to prove that it is number one, perhaps to offset 
the recession, the endemic problems posed by the cities, poverty, health, 
education, production, and the Euro-Japanese challenge. Although an 
American, I grew up in a cultural framework suffused with the idea that Arab 
nationalism was all-important, also that it was an aggrieved and unfulfilled 
nationalism, beset with conspiracies, enemies both internal and external, 
obstacles to overcome for. which no Brice was too hicrh 


My Arab environment had been largely colonial, but as I was growing up 
you could travel overland from Lebanon and Syria through Palestine to 
Egypt and points west. Today that is impo ssible. Each country places formi- 
dable obstacles at the borders. (And for Palestinians, crossing is an especially 
horrible experience, since often the countries who support Palestine loudly 
treat actual Palestinians the worst.) Arab nationalism has not died, but has 
ahjQQ-Oflsn-TesoJyg d itself into smaller an d smaller u nits. Here too linkage 
comes last in the Arab setting. The past wasn’t better, but it was more 
healthily interlinked, so to speak; people were actually connected to one 
another, rather than staring at one another over fortified frontiers. In many 
schools you would encounter Arabs from everywhere, Muslims and Chris- 
tians, plus Armenians, Jews, Greeks, Italians, Indians, Iranians, all mixed up, 
all under one or another colonial regime, but interacting as if it were natural 


state nationalisms fracture into clan or sectarian ones. 


Lebanon and Israel are perfect examples of what has happened: the desir 
ability of rigid cantonization in one form or another is present nearly 
everywhere as a group feeling if not practice, and is subsidized by the state, 
with its bureaucracies and secret polices. Rulers are clans, families, cliques, 
closed circles of aging oligarchs, al most mythologically immune, like Garcfa 
Marquez’s autumnal patriarch, to n ew blood or change. 


||jL j ^ ji j'j 
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The effort to homogenize and isolate populations in the name of national- 
ism (WTiberation) hasledTo^5£ssaiTacrific eslind~fa3uresriirmost parts 
of the Arab world, civil society (universities, the media, and culture broadly 
tpeakmgT Kas been swallowed up by political society, whose main form is the 
i^tate,-' One of the great achievements of the early post-war Arab nationalist 
governments was mass literacy: in Egypt the results were dramatically 
beneficial almost beyond imagining. Yet the mixture of accelerated literacy 
an d tub-thumping ideology e xactly bearsout Fanon’slears. My impression 
is that more effort is spent in sustaining the connection, bolstering the idea 
that to be Syrian, Iraqi, Egyptian, or Saudi is a sufficient end, rather than in 
thinking critically, even audaciously, about the national program itself. 
Ide ntity, always ide ntity, o ver and above knowing about o thers. 

In this lopsided state of affairs, militarism gained far too many privileges 
in the Arab world’s moral economy. Much of the reason has to do with the 
sense of being unjustly treated, for which Palestine was not only a metaphor 
b ut a r eality. But was theonTylins wer military force, Ku ge~afnu^~Eriss y 
sl ogans, bloody pr omises, and, along witFthat, endlesFconcrete instances of 
militarism, s tarting with cTt astrophicaTly fosr^ 

know a single Arab who would demur in private, or who would not readily 
agree that the state’s monopoly on coercion has almost completely elimi- 
nated democracy in the Arab world, introduced immense hostility between 
rulers and ruled, placed much too high value on conformity, opportunism, 
flattery, and getting along rather than on risking new ideas, criticism, or 
dissent. 


sen tar enou 


tat it you do not 


That notion was surely in some way behind Iraq’s aggression against Kuwait. 
What sort of muddled and anachronistic idea of Bismarckian “integration” 
was it to wipe out a country and smash its society with “Arab unity” as the 
goal? The most disheartening thing was that so many people, many of them 
victims of the same brutal logic, appear to have supported the action and 
sympathized not at all with Kuwait Even if one grants that Kuwaitis we re 
unpopular (does on e have to h e popular not to be exterminated?) and even 


tes, surely the very idea that i 
_ murderous proposition, unfi 


is. a murderous propositio n , unfit for a grea t-civil ization. It is a measure of 
the dreadful state of political culture in the Arab world today that such 
exterminism is current. 

Oil, however much it may have brought development and prosperity — it 
did — where it was associated with violence, ideological refinement, political 
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defensiveness, and cultural dependency on the United States created more 
rifts and social problems than it healed. For anyone who thinks of the Arab 
world as possessing a plausible sort of internal cohesion, the general air of 
mediocr ity and corruption that hangs over this region that is limitlessly 
wealthy. superhTy endowed culturally and historically, and amply blessed 


witngifted individuals is an immense p u gzle and of course disappointment 

Democracy in any real sense of the word is nowhere to. he found in rh„ 
st ill “nati onalis tic ’ Middle East: t here are either privileged oligarchies or 
privileged ethnic groups. The large mass of people is crushed beneath 
dictatorship or unyielding, unresponsive, unpopular government. But the 
notion that the United States is a virtuous innocent in this dreadful state of 
affairs is unacceptable, as is the proposition that the Gulf War was not a war 
between George Bush and Saddam Hussein — ijt mo st certainly was — and 
that the United States acted solely and principally in the interests of the 
United Nations. At bottom it was a personalized struggle between, on the 
one hand, a Third World dictator of the kind that the United States has long 
dealt with (Haile Selassie, Somoza, Syngman Rhee, the Shah of Iran, Pino- 
chet, Marcos, Noriega, etc.), whose rule it encouraged, whose favors it long 
enjoyed, and, on the other, the president of a country which has taken pn 
the mantle of empire inherited from Britain and France and was determined 
to remain in the Middle East for its oil and for reasons of geo-strategic and 
political advantage. 

For two generations the United States has sided in the Middle East mostly 
with tyranny and injustice. No struggle for dem ocracy, or women’s right s, 
ot -sem 1 a n sm-a nd the rights of minorities h a s-tha -LX nJ t eH States officially 
supported . Instead one administration after another has propped up compli- 
ant and unpopular clients, and turned away from the efforts of small peoples 
to liberate themselves from military occupation, while subsidizing their 
enemies. The United States has prompted u nlimited militarism and (along 
with Fraace, Britain, China, Germany, and others) e ngaged in va st arms 
5 ^!gS-g£ei%whgi3Li^^ mostly to gove rnments which were driven 

to more and more extreme positions as alSulToFtlieljnited States’ obses- 
sion with, and exaggeration of the power of Saddam Hussein. To conceive 
of a post-war Arab world dominated by the rulers of Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and Syria, all of them working in a new Eaj ^Americana a s part of the New 
World Order is ne ither intell ectually nor morally credible. 

There has not yet developecTa discourse in the American public space 
'/that does anything more than identify with power, despite the dangers of 
j that power in <4^ world which has shrunk so small and has hecnmp s o 
i agg ressively interconnected. The United States cannot belligerently pre- 
sume the right, with 6 percent of the world’s population, to consume 30 
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percent of the world’s energy, for example. But that is not all. For decades 
i„ America there has been a cultural war against the Arabs and Islam : 
appalling racist caricatures orAHBTandTMuslims suggest that they are all 
either terrorists or sheikhs, and that the region is a large arid slum, fit only 
for profit or war. The very noti on that there might be j _histogj^jixultare, 
a society — indeedlnany s ociea^ ^ haslioFl^ id jheltage for more th an a 
moment or two, n ot even during the chorus of vo ices proclalming the.virtues 
of ^multicultural ism .” A flow of trivial instant books by journalists flooded 
the market and gained currency f or a handful of dehumanizing stereotypes, 
all of them rendering the Arabs essentially ^ of 

Saddam. As to the unfortunate Kurdish and Shi'ite insurgents, who were 
first encouraged by the United States to rise up against Saddam, then aban- 
doned to his merciless revenge, they are scarcely remembered, much less 
mentioned. 

After the sudden disappearance of Ambassador April Glaspie, who had 
long experience in the Middle East, the American administration had hardly 
any highly placed professional with any real knowledge or experience of the 
Middle East, its languages or its peoples. And after the systematic attack on 
its civilian infrastructure, I raq is still being destroyed — b y starvation dis- 
ease, and desperation — not because of its aggre s sion against Kuwai t, but 
because the United States wants a physical p resence in the Gulf and an 
exc use to be there , wants to have direct leverage on oil to affect Europe and 
JfapanTbecause it wishes to set the world agenda, because Iraq is still per- 
ceived as a threat to Israel. 

Loyalty and patriotism should be based on a critical sense of what the facts 
are, and what, as residents of this shrinking and depleted planet, Americans 
owe their neighbors and the rest of mankind. Uncritical solidarity with the 
policy of th e moment, especially when it is so u nim agin ably costly) cannot 
be allo_ wedjSjmIer~~ 

Desert Storm was ultimately an imperial war against the Iraqi people, an 
effort to break and kill them as part of an effort to break and kill Saddam 
Hussein. Yetthis anachronistic and si ngularly blood y a spect was largel y kept 
from the AmencarTtelevIsion^ffira^JSJjyj^xffjBMJUainingjmmage^s 
a j qi nlpgg Nipf pnHo pyprrTse/ a n d the image of Americans as virtuous, clean 
warriors. It mightThave^made a difference even to Americans who are not 
normally interested in history to know that the last time Baghdad was 
destroyed was in 1258 by the Mongols, although the British furnish a more 
recent precedent for violent behavior against Arabs. 

The absence of any significant domestic deterrent to this extraordinary 
example of an almost unimaginable collective violence unleashed by the 
United States against a distant non-white enemy is illuminated when we 
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read Kiernan s account of why American intellectuals except for individuals 
and groups, as opposed to “enough numbers to give them [the criticisms] 
practical weight,” were so uncritical of the country’s behavior during the 
1970s. Kiernan concedes that “the country’s longstandin g pride in itself as a 
1 lS/S^iYiiizationf^jivasjc^J^Jbut_that_ijjflIent_itsetf-petilQusly to pprversknrby 

I d e mag ogues’’ w as^lstLr£aJJfherewas a danger that thaTieiiSeof self-pride 

was becoming too much like Bismarckian Kultur, “with ‘culture’ hardening 
into technological ‘know-how.’ ” In addition, and “like Britain’s former sense 
of superiority, that of Americans was buttressed by a high degree of insula- 
tion from and ignorance of the rest of the world.” Finally: 


This remoteness has helped to give the American intelligentsia in 
modern times an analogous remoteness from life, or historical reality. 
iLgaS-not-fiasy-forcl issidents to br e ak the barrier. There was a certain 
shallowness, a failure to rise much above the level of journalism, in the 
literature of protest in the inter-war years. ... It lacked the imaginative 
depth or resonance which can only be derived from a responsive 
environment. . . . From the World War onward, intellectuals 
drawni^easi^l^into^ublic activities whose ul timate : dynamo was 
tfeg- ^Stary- in dustrial compIexT THev took part in strategic planning, 
and the development of scientific warfare and counter-insurgency, 
were flatteringly invited to the White House, and rewarded presidents 
with the incense due to royalty. All through the Cold War, scholars 
engaged in Latin American studies, underwrote the ideology of “good 
neighborship,” of the harmony of interests between the U.S. and the 
rest of the world. Chomsky had good reason to speak of the “over- 
whelming urgency” of the need to counteract “t he effects nf agenera - 
^rionofjn doctrination and a long h i s torv-^fsel fradnlaririn”; he appealed 
to intellectuals to open their eyes to the “tradition of naivete and 
self-righteousness that disfigures our intellectual history.” 27 

This applies with great force to the Gulf W ar of 1991. Americans watched 
the war on television with a relativ el y unquestioned cer tainty that they were 

■^SSSiBg-diu-tealiiy»^Jiereasjyliatthey^aw^^5j£iZmQstcov&redranJthFIeasr 

jEparted-war-m-histoiy. The images and the prints were controIIedTyTHe 
government, and the major American media copied one another, and were 
in turn copied or shown (like CNN) all over the world. Hardly any attention 
^JPS^-^K^p^Jo^diu^amagejkuie-to-tJiejenemy at thelame ti me th at 
sjme inte llectuals were sile nund-felt-help less, or contrib^^ 
lie 'discussion in terms that were accommodated uncritically to the imperial 
desire to go to war. 
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So pervasive has the p rofessionalizat ion of intellectual life become that 
the sense of vocation, as Julien Benda described it for the intellectual, has 
been almost swallowed up. Policy-oriented intellectuals have internalized 
die noms-jo f the state, which._whfin j t understandably calls themlo lhe 
capital, in effect hecome s-their patron. The critical sense is often conve- 
niently jettisoned. As for intellectuals whose charge includes values and 
principles — literary, philosophical, historical specialists — the American uni- 
versity, with its munificence, utopian sanctuary, and remarkable diversity, 
has defanged them. Jargons of an almost unimaginable rebarbativeness dom- 
inate their styles. Cults like post-modernism, discourse analysis, New His- 
toricism, deconstruction, neo-pragmatism transport th em ixuoihexojjntry of 

ssness with regard to t 




matters, and to pub lic disc ourse. T he result is a kind of floundering about 
that is most dispiriting to witness, even as the society as a whole drifts 
without direction or coherence. Racism, poverty, ecological ravages, disease , 
an d an appalling huv idespread igno iauceLthese are left to the media and the 
odd political candidate during an election campaign. 


( ” ) 

Challenging Orthodoxy and Authority 

to 

N ot that we have wanted for extremely loud reminders of Chomsky’s 
“reconstitution of ideology,” whose elements include notions about 
Western Judeo-Christian triumphalism, the inherent backwardness of the 
non-Western world, the dangers of various foreign creeds, the proliferation 
of “anti-democratic” conspiracies, the celebration and recuperation of 
canonical works, authors, and ideas. Inverselv. other cultures are more an d 
more looked at throu gh the perspectives oTpathology and/or therapy . 
However accurate and serious as scholarship, reflection, and analysis, books 
appearing in London, Paris, or New York with titles like The African Condi- 
tion or The Arab Predicament or The Republic of Fear or The Latin American 
Syndrome are consumed in what Kenneth Burke calls “ fra me works of accep - 
tance” whose conditions are qu ite pecul i a r. 

On^j^oneTiTn^ nobone in the dominant public space had paid much 
attention to Iraq as society, culture, or history until August 1991; then the 
outpouring of quick-fix books and television programs could hardly be 
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stopped. Typically The Republic of Fear appeared in 1989, unnoticed. Its author 
later became a celebrity not because his book makes a scholarly contribu- 
tion — he does not pretend otherwise — but because its obsessive and mono- 
c hromatic “portrait” of Iraq perfectly suits the need forjehu ma nlze d 
ahis torical, and demonological representation of a country as the embodi - 
ment of an Arab H ltler. To be non- Western (the reifying labels are them- 
selves symptomatic) is ontologically thus to be unfortunate in nearly every 
way, before the facts, to be at worst a maniac, and at best a follower, a lazy 
consumer who, as Naipaul says somewhere, ca n use but could never hav p 
; invent ed the telepho ne. 

On the other hand, t he demystification of all cultural constructs, “o urs” 
| as well as “theirs,” is a new fact that scholars, critics, and artists have pu t 

| before us. We cannot speak of history today without, for instance, making 

room in our statements about it for Hayden White’s theses in Metahistory, 
that a ll histori cal writing s writ ing and delivers figural language and reprp - 
| s entational tr opes. be they in the codes of metonymy, metaphor, allegory, or 

irony. From the work of Lukacs, Fredric Jameson, Foucault, Derrida, Sartre, 
Adorno, and Benjamin — to mention only some of the obvious names — we 
I have a vivid apprehension of the processes of regulation and force by which 

j cultural hegemony reproduces itself, pressing even poetry and spirit into 

administration and the commodity form. 

Yet, in the main, the breach between these consequential metropolitan 
theorists and either the ongoing or the historical imperial experience is truly 
vast - Th e contributions of empire to the arts of observation, descriptio n, 

I d isciplinary formation, and theoretical discourse hav e been igno red; and 

with fastidious discretion, perhaps squeamishness, these new theoretical 
discoveries have routinely bypassed the confluences between their findings 
and the liberationist energies released by resistance cultures in the Third 
World. Very rarely do we encounter direct applic ations f rom one realm to 
1 the other, as we do wKen, for aTonely example, Arnold Krupat turns the 

resources of post-structuralist theory on that sad panorama produced by 
genocide and cultural amnesia which is beginning to be known as “native 
American literature,” in order to interpret the configurations of power and 
authentic experience contained in its texts. 28 

We can and indeed must speculate as to w hy there h as been a practice of 
self-confinement of the li be rtarian theore iicaLcapital produced in the West, 
.and why at the same time, in the for merly co lo n i aPworkf,~th e prospect for 
\ ^ culture wit h str ongly li b erationist components has ra rely seemed dimmer. 

Let me give an example. Asked in 1985 by a national university in one of 
the Persian Gulf States to visit there for a week, I found that my mission was 
| to evaluate its English program and perhaps offer some recommendations for 
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its improvement I was flabbergasted to discover that in sheer numerical 
terms English attracted the largest number of young people of any depart- 
ment in the university, but disheartened to find that the curriculum was 
divided about equally between what was called linguistics (that is, grammar 
and phonetic structure) and literature. The l iterary courses we re, I thought, 
rigorously orthodox, a pa ttern followed even in older and more distin- 
guished Arab uni versities like those of Cairo and Ain Sham s. Young Arabs 
dutifully read Milton, Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Austen, and Dickens as 
they might have studied Sanskrit or medieval heraldry; no emphasis was 
placeiTon~tKe relationsHip between English and ~the colon ial processes th af 
br oughTtfie language and its literature to the Aral) worldT lcould not detect 
much interest, except in private discussions with a few faculty members, in 
the new English-language literatures of the Caribbean, Africa, or Asia. It was 
an anachronistic and odd confluence of rote learning, uncritical teaching, 
and (to put it kindly) haphazard results. 

Still, I learned two facts that interested me as a secular intellectual and 
critic. The reason for the large numbers of students taking English was given 
frankly by a somewhat disaffected instructor: many of the students proposed 
to end up working for airlines, or banks, in which English was the world- 
wide lingua franca. This all but terminally consigne d English to the level of 
a technical language stri pp e d of e x pressive a nd a est h eticxharacteristi cs an d 
den uded of any critical or self-conscious dimensi on. You learned English to 
use computers, respond to orders, transmit telexes, decipher manifests, and 
so forth. That was all. The other thing I discovered, to my alarm, was that 
English such as it was existed in what seemed to be a seething caldron of 
Islamic revivalism. Everywhere I turned, Islamic slogans relating to elec- 
tions for the university senate were plastered all over the wall (I later found 
out that the various Islamic candidates won a handsome, if not crushing, 
plurality). In Egypt, in 1989, after having lectured to the English Faculty of 
Cairo University for an hour about nationalism, ind ependence, and libera- 
t ion as alternative cultural practices to im perialism, ! was asked about “the 
th eocratic alternative .” I had mistakenly supposed the questioner was asking 
about “the Socratic alternative” and was put right very quickly. She was a 
well-spoken young woman whose head was covered by a veilj l had over- 
l ooked her concerns in my anti-cler ical and secular zeal. (I nevertheless 
proceeded boldly to my attack!) 

Thus using the very same English of people who aspire to literary accom- 
plishments of a very high order, who allow a critical use of the language to 
permit a deco lonizin g of the mind, as Ngugi wa Thiongo puts it, co-exists 
with very different new communities in a less appealing ne w configur ation. 
In places where English was once the language of ruler and administrator, 
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it is a much dim inish ed p resence, either a technical language with wholly 
instrumental characteristics and features, or a foreign language with various 
implicit connections to the larger English-speaking world, but its jpresence 
comp etes with the impr essively form idable emergent reality of organized 
religious fervor . Sincejthe language of Islamis Arabic, a l anguage w ith 
conriderahlfditmrjLtm^ 
low^.Uiunteresdng. and-at tenuated leve l. 

T o gauge this new subordination in an era when in other contexts English 
has acquired remarkable prominence and many interesting new communi- 
ties of literary, critical, and philosophical practice, we need only briefly 
recall the stunning acquiescence of the Islamic world to the prohibitions, 
proscriptions, and threats pronounced by Islam’s clerical and secular author- 
ities against Salman Rushdie because of his novel The Satanic Verses. I do not 
mean that the entire Islamic world acquiesced, but that its official agen cies 
a nd spokespeople jeith er blindly rejected or vehemently refused to engage 
with a book which the enormous majority of people never re ad. (Khomeini’s 
fatvia of course went a good deal further than mere rejection, but the Iranian 
position was a relatively isolated one.) T hat it dealt with Islam in Engl ish 
fo r what was believed to be a largely Western audience was its main offense . 
But, equally important, two factors marked the English-speaking world’s 
reaction to the events surrounding The Satanic Verses. On e was the virtual 
unanimity of cautiou s_and ti mid conde mnations of Islam, marshalled in a 
cause that appeared to most of the metropolitan writers and intellectuals 
both safe and politically correct. As for the many writers who had been 
murdered, imprisoned, or banned in nations that were either American allies 
(Morocco, Pakistan, Israel) or anti-American so-called “terrorist” states 
(Libya, Iran, Syria), very little was said. And second, once the ritual phrases 
in support of Rushdie and denunciatory of Islam were pronounced, there 
see med to be not mu c h furthe r interest either in thej slamic world as a whole 
or in conditions of authorship ther e. Greater enthusiasm and energy might 
have been expended in dialogue with those considerable literary and intel- 
lectual figures from the Islamic world (Mahfouz, Darwish, Munif, among 
others) who occasionally defended (and attacked) Rushdie in more trying 
circumstances than those obtaining in Greenwich Village or Hampstead. 

There are highly significant de^^adons ^ within the new communities and 
states that now exist alongside and partially within the world-English group 
dominated by the United States, a group that includes the heterogenous 
voices, various languages, and hybrid forms that give Anglophonic writing 
its distinctive and still problematic identity. The emergence in recent 
decades of a startlingly sharp construction called “Islam” is one such defor- 
mation; others include “Communism,” “Japan,” and the “West,” each of 
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them possessing styles of polemic, batteries of discourse, and an unsettli ng 
profusion of opport unities for dissemination ^ In mapping the vast domains 
commanded by these gigantic caricatural essentializations, we can more 
fully appreciate and interpret the modest gains made by smaller literate 
groups that are bound together not by insensate polemic but by affinities, 
sympathies, and compassion. 

Few people during the exhilarating heyday of decolonization and early 
Third World nationalism were watching or paying close attention to how a 
carefully nurtured nativism in the anti-colonial ranks grew and grew to 
inordinately large proportions. All those nationalist appeals to pure or a u- 
thentic Islam, or to Afrocentrism, nigritude, or Arabism had a str ong respo nse, 


hose ethnicities and spiritual essences 


would come back to exact a very high price from their successful adherents . 
Fanon was one of the few to remark on the dangers posed to a great 
socio-political movement like decolonization by an untutored national con- 
sciousness. Much the same could be said about the dangers of an untutored 
religious consciousness. Thus the appearance of various mullahs, colonels, 
and one-party regimes who pleaded na tion al security risks and the need to 
protect the foundling revolutionary state as their platform, foisted a new set 
of problems onto the already considerably onerous heritage of imperialism. 

It is not possible to name many states or regimes that are exempt from 
active intellectual and historical participation in the new post-colonial inter- 
national configuration. National security and a separatist identity are the 


watchwords. Along with authorized figures — the ruler, the national heroes 
and~martyrs7the established religious authorities — the newly triumphant 
politicians seemed to require borde rs and passports first of all. What had 
once been the imaginative liberation of a people — Aime Cesaire’s “inven- 
tions of new souls” — and the audacious metaphoric charting of spiritual 
territory usurped by colonial masters were quickly translated into and 
accommodated by a world system of barriers, maps, frontiers, police forc es, 
Fiisroms a tuL eyrhang e controls. The finest, most elegiac commentary on this 
dismal state of affairs was provided by Basil Davidson in the course of a 
memorial reflection on the legacy of Amflcar Cabral. Rehearsing the ques- 
tions that were never asked about what would happen after liberation, 
Davidson concludes that a deepening crisis brought on neo-imperialism 
and put petit bourgeois rulers firmly in command. But, he continues, this 
brand of 


reformist nationalism continues to dig its own grave. As the grave 
deepens fewer and fewer persons in command are able to get their own 
heads above the edge of it. To the tune of requiems sung in solemn 
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chorus by hosts of foreign experts or would be fundi of one profession 
or another, often on very comfortable (and comforting) salaries, the 
funeral proceeds. The frontiers are t here, the frontiers arp garrpf) W hnt 


Clunua-Aefeebe 1 rmost-Tecent.riov£l,^!«^»^^/A J S’«i;««»tf4is-aeompelling 

purvey of this enervating and dispiriting landsra pp b 

Davidson goes on to modify the gloom of his own description by pointing 
to what he calls the people’s “own solution to this carapace accepted from 
the colonial period.” 

What the peoples think upon this subject is shown by their incessant 
emigration across these lines on the map, as well as by their smuggling 
enterprises. So that even while a “bourgeois Africa” hardens its fron- 
tiers, multiplies its border controls, and thunders against the smuggling 
of persons and goods, a “peoples’ ” Africa works in quite another way. 30 


ot persons and goods, a "peoples' " Africa works in quite another way. 30 

The cultural correlative of that audacious but often costly combination of 
smuggling and emigration is, of course, familiar to us; it is exemplified by 
that new group of writers referred to as cosmopolitan recently in a percep 
tive analysis by Tim Brennan. 31 A nd crossing borders as well as the r epre 
s entative deprivations and exhilarations of migration has become a major 
thgjueJiLXhejir t of the post-colonial era. 

Although one may say that these writers and themes constitute a new 
cultural configuration and one may point admiringly to regional aesthetic 
achievements all over the world, I believe we should study the configuration 
from a somewhat less attractive but, in my opinion, more realistic and 
political point of view. While we should rightly admire both the material 
and the achievements of Rushdie’s work, say, as part of a significan t forma- 
OOllJBtl ^A ngjoghsBfiJltgratuTe^w e should at the same time note that i t 




a t aesthetically valuable work may 
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, anti-intellectual formation. Before The 


Satanic Verses appeared in 1988, Rushdie was already a problematic figure for 
the English thanks to his essays and earlier novels; to many Indians and 
Pakistanis in England and in the subcontinent, however, he was not only a 
celebrated author they were proud of but also ^ champion of immigrant s’ 
■li ghts and a se ve re critic of nostalgic i mperialists. After the fatvia his status 
changed drastically, and he became a nathema to his former admire rs. To 
have provoked Islamic fundamentalism when once he had been a virtual 
representative of Indian Islam — t his testifies to t he urgent conj unction of art 
and politics, which can be explosi ve, 
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/ “There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a 
^ncuihenT orbaiB^^ Be njamin. Those darker connections 

ar e where today’s interesSngpolitical and cultural conjunctures are to be 
found. They affect our individual and collective critical work no less than 
die hermeneutic and utopian work we feel easier about when we read, 
discuss, and reflect on valuable literary texts. 

Let me be more concrete. It is not only tired, harassed, and dispossessed 
refugees who cross borders and try to become acculturated in new environ- 
ments; it is also the whole gigantic syst em of the mass media that is ubiqui- 
tous, slipping by mo st~barffersan 3 settling in nearly every where T'Kave said 
that Herbert Schiller and Armand Mattelart have made us aware of the 
domination by a handful of multinationals of the production and distribution 
of journalistic representations; Schiller’s most recent study, Culture, Inc., 
describes how it is that all departments of culture, not just news broadcast- 
ing, have been invaded by or enclosed within an ever-expanding but small 
circle of privately held corporations. 32 

This has a number of consequences. For one, t he internationa Lmcdia 
system has in actuality done what idealistic or ideologically inspired notions 
of collectivity — imagi ned communiti es — aspire to dp. When, for instance, 
we speak about and research something we call Commonwealth literature 
or world literature in English, our efforts are at a putative level, really; 
discussions of magic realism in the Caribbean and African novel, say, may 
allude to or at best outline the contours of a “post-modern” or national field 
that unites these works, but we know that the works and their authors and 
readers are specific to, and articulated in, local circumstances, and these 
circumstances are usefully kept separate when we analyze the contrasting 
conditions of reception in London or New York on the one hand, the 
peripheries on the other. Compared with the way the four major Western 
news agencies operate, the mode by which international English-language 
television journalists select, gather, and rebroadcast pictorial images from all 
over the world, or the way Hollywood programs like Bonanza and I Love Lucy 
work their way through even the Lebanese civil war, our critical efforts are 
small and primitive, for the media are not only a fully integrated practica l 
n etwork, h uj-aj grv efficient m adsudL miculation knitting the wo rld.-together. 

This world system, articulating and producing culture, economics, and 
political power along with their military and demographic coefficients, has 
an institutionalized tendency to produce out-of-scale trans-national images 
that are now reorienting international social discourse and process. Take as 
a case in point the emergence..o£.‘‘terrcirj.srol^and. u ftindaineiltalism’Las. tw.Q 
key terms of the 1980s. F or one, you could hardly begin (in the public space 
provided by lnternational discourse) to analyze political conflicts involving 
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Sunnis and Shi'is, Kurds and Iraqis, or Tamils and Sinhalese, or Sikhs and 
Hindus the list is long without eventually having to resort_tojthe£atego. 
rigOBfLiiMggs. of “terro rism”~an(r ‘*fiXndadiegtali.sm 1 ’’ which derived en- 


tely from the con c e rns and in 


li ke Washi ngton and LondoiLXb ey ar e fearful image s that lack discrim inatr 
o r defi nition, but they signify moral powerandapprnval for 
e ygTMgilhgmjm^ai dgfensi v eness a nd criminalizat ion for whomever th^y 
^ designa te. These two gigantic reductions mobilized armies as well as dis- 
persed communities. Not Iran’s official reaction to Rushdie’s novel, or the 
unofficial enthusiasm for him among Islamic communities in the West, or 
the public and private expression of outrage in the West against the fataa 
is intelligible, in my opinion, without reference to the overall logic and the 
minute articulations and reactions set in motion by the overbearing system 
I have been trying to describe. - 

So it is that in the fairly open environment of communities of readers 
interested, for example, in emergent post-colonial Anglophone or Franco- 
phone literature, the underlying configurations are directed and controlled 
not by processes of hermeneutic investigation, or by sympathetic and literate 
intuition, or by informed reading, but by muchxoarsei^aad-more jnstrumen- 
ta I.J?rQCeSS.eS,..a!h.QSe~..gOal.JS--tO-.mobllize-c nn‘;enf | _rn c Taflirarp dissent, to 
P ro m ot e an almast literally..blindj)a triotism. By s uch means the governabil- 
ity of large numbers of people is assured, numbers whose potentially disrup- 
tive ambitions for democracy and expression are held down (or narcotized) 
in mass societies, i ncluding, of course. Western ones. 

The fear and terror induced by the overscale images of “terrorism” and 
fundamentalism call them the figures of an international or trans- 
national imaginary made up of f oreign de vils — hastens the individual’s 
sub ordination to the dominant norms yifthe moment. This is as true in the 
new posuxoiomaTsoamt^^ an d t h e United 

States particularly. Th us to oppose the abnormal ity and extremism emhed- 
ded in te rrorism and fundamentalism — my example has only a small degree 
of parody— i s also to uphold~tKe~mo9eration. rationality, executive central- 
^pf-Sf^-ysSHfily-desiga^^dZI^^sternT^or otherwise local and patriotically 
assumed) ethos. The irony is that far from endowing the Western ethos with 
the con fidence^ and secure “normality” we associate with privilege and 
rectitude, this dynamic imbues “us” with a righteous anger and defensive- 
ness in which others are finally seen as enemies, bent on destroying our 
civilization and way of life. 

This is a mere sketch of how these patterns of coercive orthodoxy and 
self-aggrandizement further strengthen the power of unthinking assent and 
unchallengeable doctrine. As these are slowly perfected over time and much 
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repetition, they are answered, alas, with corresponding finality by the desig- 
nated enemies. Thus Muslims or Africans or Indians or Japanese, in their 
idioms and from within their own threatened localities, attack the West, or 
Americanization, or imperialism, wit h little more attentio n to detail, critical 
differentiation, discrimination, and distinction than has been lavished on 
them by the West. The jame is true fo r Americans, to whom patriotism is 
next to godliness. T h is is an ultimately ^en seIesFdynamic~TVTiatevef~~the 
“border wars” have as aims, they are impovensExngTOhe must join the 
primordial or constituted group; or, as a subaltern Other, one must accept 
inferior status; or one must fight to the death. 

These border wars are an expression of essentializations — Africanizing 
the African, Orientalizing the Oriental, Westernizing the'Westem, Ameri- 
canizing the American, for an indefinite t ime and with no alternative (since 
African, Oriental, Western essences can only remain essences) — a pattern 
that has been held over from the era of classic imperialism and its systems. 
What resists it? One obvious instance is identified by Immanuel Wallerstein 
as what he calls anti-systemic movements, which emerged as a consequence 
of historical capitalism. 33 There have been enough cases of these latecoming 
movements in recent times to hearten even the most intransigent pessimist: 
the democracy movements on all sides of the socialist divide, the Palestinian 
intifada, various social, ecological, and cultural movements throughout 
North and South America, the women’s movement. Yet it is difficult for 
th ese movements to be interested in the world beyond their owiThn^^ 
to have thejcacadtxjand-fr eedom to generaliz e about it. If you are part of 
a Philippine, or Palestinian, or Brazilian oppositional movement, you must 
deal with the tactical and logistical requirements of the- daily-stfuggle. Yet 
I do think that efforts of this kind are developing, if not a general theory, 
then a common discursive readiness or, to put it territorially, an under- 
lying world map. Perhaps we may start to speak of this somewhat elusive 
oppositional mood, and its emerging strategies, as an internationalist 
counter-articulation. 

What new or newer kind of intellectual and cultural politics does this 
internationalism call for? 34 What important transformations and transfigura- 
tions should there be in our traditionally and Eurocentrically defined ideas 
of the writer, the intellectual, the critic? English and French are world 
languages, and the logics of borders and warring essences are totalizing, so 
we should begin by acknowledging that the map of the world has no divinely 
OTdQgmaticAlly..sanctioned.spaces. essences, or privileges. However, we may 


constructed 


interdepend 


theory or systematic totalization. Throughout this book, I have been saying 
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experience is hnel’ 


lense. and accessible enou 


to need extra-historical or extra-worldly agencies to illuminate or explain 
it. I a m talking about a way of regarding our world as amenable to investiga- 
tion and interrogation without magic keys, special jargons and instruments 
curtained-off practices. 

We need a different and innovative paradigm for humanistic research. 
Scholars can be frankly engaged in the politics and interests of the present— 
with open eyes, rigorous analytical energy, and the decently social values of 
those who are concerned with the survival neither of a disciplinary fiefdom 
or guild nor of a manipulative identity like “India” or “America,” but with 
the-impfevemenL and non-cQfirciye-.en hancement o £ ..life in a community 
st ruggling to exist amon g, other communities . One must not minimize the 
inventive excavations required in this work. One is not looking for uniquely 
original essences, either to restore them or to set them in a place of unim- 
peachable honor. The study of Indian history is viewed by Subaltern Studies , 
for example, as an ongoing contest between classes and their disputed 
epistemologies; similarly, “Englishness” for the contributors to the three- 
volume Patriotism edited by Raphael Samuel is not given priority before 
history, any more than “Attic civilization” in Bernal’s Black Athena is made 
simply to serve as an ahistorical model of a superior civilization. 

The idea behind these works is that orthodox, authoritatively national 
and institutional versions of history tend principally to freeze provisional 
and highly contestable versions of history into official identities. Thus the 
official version of British history embedded, say, in the durbars arranged for 
Queen Victoria’s Indian Viceroy in 1876 pretends that British rule had an 
almost mythical longevity over India; traditions nf Indian sptWp 
a nd subordination are implic ated in these ceremonies so as to create the 
igjaieiLofjELS^^ mmpi; . 

ance before the image of a Britain whose own constructed identity is that 


it has ruled and must always rule both the waves and India . 35 Whereas 
these official versions of history try to do this for identitarian authority (to 
use Adornian terms) — the caliphate, the state, the orthodox clerisy, the 
Establishment — the disenchantments, the disputatious and systematically 
skeptical investigations in the innovative work I have cited submit 
these composite, hybrid identities to a negative dialectic which dissolves 
them into variously constructed components. What matters a great deal 
more than the stable identity kept current in official discourse is t he con - 
tes tatory fo rce_of„anjn ter p re r a t i. v e..metjh.o d whose material is the disparat e. 
but intertwined and interdependent, and a bove all o verlapping streams of 
histoncaTexperlence! 

A supefbiyatidacious instance of this force can be found in interpretations 
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of the Arabic literary and cultural tradition ventured by today’s leading Arab 
poe t. Adonis. th ejaenjnam e of Ali Ahmed S aid. Since the three volumes of 
j{l-T habit wa al-Mutahawwil were published between 1974 and 1978, he has 
almost single-handedly been challenging the persistence of what he regards 
as the ossified, tradition-bound Arab-Islamic heritage, stuck not only in the 
past but in rigid and authoritarian rereadings of that past. The purpose of 
these rereadings, he has said, is to keep the Arabs from truly encountering 
mode rnity (al-hadatha ). In his book on Arab poetics AdonisassociatesTIteral, 
hard-bound readings of great Arab poetry with the ruler, whereas an imagi- 
native reading reveails that at the heart of the classical tradition — even 
including the Koran — a subversive and dissenting strain counters the appar- 
ent orthodoxy proclaimed by the temporal authorities. He shows how the 
rule of law in Arab society separates power from critique and tradition from 
innovation, thereby confining history to an exhausting code of endlessly 
reiterated precedents. To this system he opposes the dissolving powers of 


Those in power designated everyone who did not think according to 
the culture of the caliphate as “the peop l e of innovation” (ahl al-ihdath), 
excluding them with this indictment of heresy from their lslarhic^ affil- 


iatioa This explains how the terms ihdath (modernity) ah& muhddth 
(modern, new), used to characterize the poetry which violated the 
ancient poetic principles, came originally from the religious lexicon. 
Consequently we can see that the" modern in poetry appeared~tcrthe 
ruling establishment as a political or intellectual attack on the culture 
of the regime and a rejection of the idealized standards of the ancient, 
and how, therefore, in Arab life the poetic has always been mixed up 


Although the work of Adonis and his associates in the journal Mawaqif is 
scarcely known outside the Arab world, it can be seen as part of a much 
larger international configuration that includes the Field Day writers in 
Ireland, the Subaltern Studies group in India, most of the dissenting writers 
in Eastern Europe, and many Caribbean intellectuals and artists whose 
heritage is traced to C.L.R. James (Wilson Harris, George Lamming, Eric 
Williams, Derek Walcott, Edward Braithwaite, the early V. S. Naipaul). For 
all these movements and individuals, the cliches and patriotic idealizations 
of official history can be dissolved, along with their legacy of intellectual 
bondage and defensive recriminations. As Seamus Deane put it for the Irish 
case, “The myth of Irishness, the notion of Irish unreality, the notions 
surrounding Irish eloquence, are all political themes upon which the litera- 
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ture has battened to an extreme degree since the nineteenth century when 
the idea of national character was invented.” 37 The job facing the cultural 
intellectual is therefore not to accept the politics of identity as given, but to 
show how all representations are constructed, for what purpose, by whom, 
and with what components. 

This is far from easy. An alarming defensivenes s has crept into America’s 
official image of itself, espedall.¥._mIts// fepr : esentations of the national past. 
Every society and official tradition defends itself against interferences with 
its sanctioned narratives; over time these acquire an almost theological 
:j status, with founding heroes, cherished ideas and values, national allegories 

l h aving an inestimable effect in cultural and politic al life. Two of these 

■ elements — America as a pioneering society and American political life as a 

direct reflection of democratic practices — have come under recent scrutiny, 
with a resulting furor that has been quite remarkable. In both cases there has 
j been some but by no means enough serious and secular intellectual effort by 

I intellectuals themselves to accept critical views; rather like the media an- 

chorpersons who internalize the norms of power, they have internalized 
n orms of official self-identit v. — — - — 

Consider “America as West,” an exhibition mounted at the National 
Gallery of American Art in 1991; the gallery is part of the Smithsonian 
Institution, maintained in part by the federal government. According to the 
exhibit, the conquest of the West and its subsequent incorporation into the 
United JjtaigsJh ad been tr a n sfor med^^ 

dis guised, romanticized, or simply eliminated the many-sided truth abo ut 
the actual process of conquest , as w ell as the de s truction of b oth native 
A mericans and the env ironment Images of the Indian in nineteenth-century 
American paintings, for example — noble, proud, reflective — were set 
against a running text on the same wall that described the native American’s 
degradations at the hands of the white man. Such “deconstructions” as this 
stirred the ire of members of Congress, whether they h ad'seen the exhibition 
or not; t hey fou nd its unpatriotic or un-American slan t unacce ptable, espe- 
cially for a federal institution, to exhibit. Professors, pundits, and journalists 
attacked what they considered a malign slur on the United States’ “unique- 
ness,” which, in the words of a Washington Post writer, is the “hope and 
optimism of its founding, the promise of its bounty, and the persevering 
efforts of its government.” 38 There were only a few exceptions to this view, 
for example Robert Hughes, who wrote in Time (May 31, 1991) about the art 
exhibited as “a foundation myth in paint a nd stone.” 

That a strange mixture of invention, history, and self-aggrandizement had 
gone into this national origin story as it does into all of them was ruled by 
a semi-official consensus to be not fit for America. Paradoxically, the United 
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States, as an immigrant society composed of many cultures, has a public 
discou rse more policed, more anxious to depict the country as free~from 
ta int, more unified .ar ound one iron-clad major narrative o f innocent tri- 
umph. This effort to keep things simple and good disaffiliates the country 
from its relationship with other societies and peoples, thereby reinforcing its 
remoteness and insularity. 

Another extraordinary case was the controversy surrounding Oliver 
Stone’s seriously flawed film JEK, released in la te 1001. the pre mise of which 
w as that Kennedy’s assassination had been pl anned in a cons piracy of Amer- 
i cans who opposed his desire to end the war in Vietnam. Granted that the 
film was uneven and confused, and granted that Stone’s main reason for 
making it may have been only co mmercial , why did so many unofficial 
agencies of cultural authority — newspapers of record, establishment histori- 
ans, politicians — think it important to attack the film? It takes very little for 
a non-American to accent as a starting point that most, if not a ll, politjca T 
a ssassinations are conspiracies, beca use t hat is the way the world is. But a 
chorus of American sages t a kes acres o f pri n t to deny that conspiracieso£c ur 
i n Americ a, since “ we”.xepxesent .a..new. a n d better, and more innocen t 
world. At the same time there is plentiful evidence of official American 
conspiracies and assassination attempts against the sanctioned “foreign 
devils” (Castro, Qaddafi, Saddam Hussein, and so on). The connections are 
not made, and the reminders remain unpronounced. 

A set of major corollaries derives from this. If the chief, most official, 
forceful, and coercive identity is of a state with its borders, customs, ruling 
parties and authorities, official narratives and images, and if intellectuals 
consider that that identity is in need of constant criticism and analysis, then 
it mu st follow that other similar ly constructed identities need similar inves- 
tigation and interrogation .TTieeducation of those of us who are interested 
in literature and the study of culture has for the most part been organized 
under variou s rubrics — the creative writer, the self-sufficient and autono- 
mous work, the national literature, the separate genres — that have acquired 
almost fe dshistic presence . Now it wo uld be ins ane to arg ue that individual 
writers and works do not exist, that Fre nch. Japanese, and Arabic are not 
sep arate thin gs, or that Milto n, Tagore, and A lejo Carpentier ar e only 
trivially different variations on the same theme. Neitheram f saying that an 
essay shorn TTredt Expectattons and Dickens’s actual novel Great Expectations 
are the same thing. But I am saying that “identity” does not necessarily 
i mply ontologicallv given and eternaHydetermined stabili ty, or un iqueness, 
or jrreducible character, or privileged status as somethin g total and comple te 
i n and of itself. I would prefer to interpret a novel as the choice of one mode 
of writing from among many others, and the activity of writing as one social 
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mode among several, and the category of literature as something created to 
serve various worldly aims, including and perhaps even mainly aesthetic 
ones. Thus the focus in the destabilizing and investigative attitudes of those 
whose work actively opposes states and borders is on how a work of art, for 
instance, begins ax. a work, begins from a po l itical, social, cultural situation, 
begins to do certain things and not others. 

The modern history of literary study has been bound up with the devel- 
opment of cultural nationalism, whose aim was first to distinguish the na- 
tional canon, then to maintain its eminence, authority, and aesthetic 
autonomy. Even in discussions concerning culture in general that seemed to 
rise above national differences in deference to a universal sphere, hierarchies 
and ethnic preferences (as between European and non-European) were held 
to. This is as true of Matthew Arnold as it is of twentieth-century cultural 
and philological critics whom I revere — Auerbach, Adorno, Spitzer, Black- 
mur. For them all, their culture was in a sense the only culture. The threats 
against it were largely internal — for the modern ones they were fascism and 
communism — and what they upheld was European bourgeois humanism. 
Neither the ethos nor the rigorous training required to install that bildung 
nor the extraordinary discipline it demanded has survived, although occa- 
sionally one hears the accents of admiration and retrospective discipleship; 
but no critical work done now resembles work on the order of Mimesis. 
Instead of European bourgeois humanism, the basic premise now is provided 
by a residue of nationalism, with its various derivative authorities, in alliance 
with a professionalism that divides material into fields, subdivisions, special- 
ties, accreditations, and the like. The surviving doctrine of aesthetic auton- 
omy has dwindled into a formalism associated with one or another 
professional method — structuralism, deconstruction, etc. 

A look at some of the new academic fields that have been created since 
World War Two, and especially as a result of non-European nationalist 
struggles, reveals a different topography and a different set of imperatives. 
On the one hand, most students and teachers of non-European literatures 
today must from the outset take account of the politics of what they study; 
one cannot postpone discussions of slavery, colonialism, racism in any seri- 
ous investigations of modern Indian, African, Latin and North American, 
Arabic, Caribbean, and Commonwealth literature. Nor is it intellectually 
responsible to discuss them without referring to their embattled circum- 
stances either in post-colonial societies or as marginalized and/or subju- 
gated subjects confined to secondary spots in the curricula in metropolitan 
centers. Nor can one hide in positivism or empiricism and offhandedly 
“require” the weapons of theory. On the other hand, it is a mistake to argue 
that the “other” non-European literatures, those with more obviously 
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worldly affiliations to power and politics, can be studied “respectably,” as if 
they were in actuality as high, autonomous, aesthetically independent, and 
satisfying as Western literatures have been made to be. The notion of black 
skin in a white mask is no more serviceable and dignified in literary study 
than it is in politics. Emulation and mimicry do not get one very far. 

Contamination is the wrong word to use here, but some notion of litera- 
ture and indeed all culture as hybrid (in Homi Bhabha’s complex sense of 
that word) 39 and encumbered, or entangled and overlapping with what used 
to be regarded as extraneous elements — this strikes me as the essential idea 
for the revolutionary realities today, in which the contests of the secular 
world so provocatively inform the texts we both read and write. We can no 
longer afford conceptions of history that stress linear development or 
Hegelian' transcendence, any more than we can accept geographical or 
territorial assumptions that assign centrality to the Atlantic world and con- 
genital and even delinquent peripherality to non- Western regions. If 
configurations like “Anglophone literature” or “world literature” are to have 
any meaning at all, it is therefore because by their existence and actuality 
today they testify to the contests and continuing struggles by virtue of which 
they emerged both as texts and as historical experiences, and because they 
challenge so vigorously the nationalist basis for the composition and study 
of literature, and the lofty independence and indifference with which it had 
been customary to regard the metropolitan Western literatures. 

Once we accept the actual configuration of literary experiences overlap- 
ping with one another and interdependent, despite national boundaries and 
coercively legislated national autonomies, history and geography are trans- 
figured in new maps, in new and far less stable entities, in new types of 
connections. Exile, far from being the fate of nearly forgotten unfortunates 
who are dispossessed and expatriated, becomes something closer to a norm, 
an experience of crossing boundaries and charting new territories in defiance 
of the classic canonic enclosures, however much its loss and sadness should 
be acknowledged and registered. Newly changed models and types jostle 
against the older ones. The reader and writer of literature — which itself 
loses its perdurable forms and accepts the testimonials, revisions, notations 
of the post-colonial experience, including underground life, slave narratives, 
women’s literature, and prison — no longer need to be tied to an image of the 
poet or scholar in isolation, secure, stable, national in identity, class, gender, 
or profession, but can think and experience with Genet in Palestine or 
Algeria, with Tayeb Salih as a Black man in London, with Jamaica Kincaid 
in the white world, with Rushdie in India and Britain, and so on. 

We must expand the horizons against which the questions of how and what 
to read and write are both posed and answered. To paraphrase a remark 
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made by Erich Auerbach in one of his last essays, our philological home is 
the world, and not the nation or even the individual writer. This means that 
we professional students of literature must take account of a number of 
I astringent issues here, at the risk of both unpopularity and accusations of 

megalomania. For in an age of the mass media and what I have called the 
manufacture of consent, it is Panglossian to imagine that the careful reading 
of a few works of art considered humanistically, professionally, or aestheti- 
cally significant is anything but a private activity with only slender public 
consequences. Texts are protean things; they are tied to circumstances and 
to politics large and small, and these require attention and criticism. No one 
can take stock of everything, of course, just as no one theory can explain or 
account for the connections among texts and societies. But reading and 
writing texts are never neutral activities: there are interests, powers, pas- 
sions, pleasures entailed no matter how aesthetic or entertaining the work. 
Media, political economy, mass institutions — in fine, the tracings of secular 
power and the influence of the state — are part of what we call literature. And 
just as it is true that we cannot read literature by men without also reading 
literature by women — so transfigured has been the shape of literature — it is 
also true that we cannot deal with the literature of the peripheries without 
also attending to the literature of the metropolitan centers. 

Instead of the partial analysis offered by the various national or systemati- 
cally theoretical schools, I have been proposing the contrapuntal lines of a 
| global analysis, in which texts and worldly institutions are seen working 

together, in which Dickens and Thackeray as London authors are read also 
as writers whose historical experience is informed by the colonial enter- 
prises in India and Australia of which they were so aware, and in which the 
literature of one commonwealth is involved in the literatures of others. 
Separatist or nativist enterprises strike me as exhausted; the ecology of 
literature’s new and expanded meaning cannot be attached to only one 
essence or to the discrete idea of one thing. But this global, contrapuntal 
analysis should be modelled not (as earlier notions of comparative literature 
were) on a symphony but rather on an atonal ensemble; we must take into 
account all sorts of spatial or geographical and rhetorical practices — inflec- 
tions, limits, constraints, intrusions, inclusions, prohibitions — all of them 
tending to elucidate a complex and uneven topography. A gifted critic’s 
intuitive synthesis, of the type volunteered by hermeneutic or philological 
interpretation (whose prototype is Dilthey), is still of value, but strikes me 
as the poignant reminder of a serener time than ours. 

This brings us once again to the question of politics. No country is exempt 
from the debate about what is to be read, taught, or written. I have often 
envied American theorists for whom radical skepticism or deferential rever- 
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ence of the status quo are real alternatives. I do not feel them as such, 
perhaps because my own history and situation do not allow such luxury, 
detachment, or satisfaction. Yet I do believe that some literature is actually 
good, and that some is bad, and I remain as conservative as anyone when it 
comes to, if not the redemptive value of reading a classic rather than staring 
at a television screen, then the potential enhancement of one’s sensibility 
and consciousness by doing so, by the exercise of one’s mind. I suppose the 
issue reduces itself to what our humdrum and pedestrian daily work, what 
we do as readers and writers, is all about, when on the one hand professional- 
ism and patriotism will not serve and on the other waiting for apocalyptic 
change will not either. I keep coming back — simplistically and idealisti- 
cally — to the notion of opposing and alleviating coercive domination, trans- 
forming the present by trying rationally and analytically to lift some of its 
burdens, situating the works of various literatures with reference to one 
another and to their historical modes of being. What I am saying is that in 
the configurations and by virtue of the transfigurations taking place around 
us, readers and writers are now in fact secular intellectuals with the archival, 
expressive, elaborative, and moral responsibilities of that role. 

For American intellectuals considerably more is at stake. We are formed 
by our country, and it has an enormous global presence. There is a serious 
issue posed by the opposition of, say, Paul Kennedy’s work — arguing that all 
great empires decline because they overextend themselves 40 — and Joseph 
Nye’s, in whose new preface to Bound to Lead the American imperial claim 
to be number one, especially after the Gulf War, is reasserted. The evidence 
is in Kennedy’s favor, but Nye is too intelligent not to understand that “the 
problem for United States power in the twenty-first century will not be new 
challenges for hegemony but the new challenges of transnational interde- 
pendence .” 41 Yet he concludes that “the United States remains the largest 
and richest power with the greatest capacity to shape the future. And in a 
democracy, the choices are the people’s .” 42 The question is, though, do “the 
people” have direct access to power? Or are the presentations of that power 
so organized and culturally processed as to require a different analysis? 

To speak of relentless commodification and specialization in this world, 
is, I think, to begin to formulate the analysis, especially since the American 
cult of expertise and professionalism, which has hegemony in cultural dis- 
course, and the hypertrophy of vision and will are so advanced. Rarely 
before in human history has there been so massive an intervention of force 
and ideas from one culture to another as there is today from America to the 
rest of the world (Nye is right about this), and I shall return to the issue a 
little later. Yet it is also true that in the main we have rarely been so 
fragmented, so sharply 1 reduced, and so completely diminished in our sense 
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of what our true (as opposed to asserted) cultural identity is. The fantastic 
explosion of specialized and separatist knowledge is partly to blame: Afro- 
centrism, Eurocentrism, Occidentalism, feminism, Marxism, deconstruc- 
tionism, etc. The schools disable and disempower what was empowering and 
interesting about the original insights. And this in turn has cleared the space 
for a sanctioned rhetoric of national cultural purpose, well-embodied in 
such documents as the Rockefeller Foundation-commissioned study The 
Humanities in American Life* 3 or, more recently and more politically, the 
various expostulations of the former secretary of education (and former head 
of the National Endowment for the Humanities) William Bennett, speaking 
(in his “To Reclaim a Heritage”) not simply as a cabinet officer in the 
Reagan administration, but as self-designated spokesman for the West, a sort 
of Head of the F ree W orld. He was joined by Allan Bloom and his followers, 
intellectuals who consider the appearance in the academic world of women, 
African-Americans, gays, and Native Americans, all of them speaking with 
genuine multiculturalism and new knowledge, as a barbaric threat to “West- 
ern Civilization.” 




What do these “state of the culture” screeds tell us? Simply that the 
humanities are important, central, traditional, inspiring. Bloom wants us to 
read only a handful of Greek and Enlightenment philosophers in keeping 
with his theory about higher education in the United States being for “the 
elite.” Bennett goes as far as saying that we can “have” the humanities by 
“reclaiming” our traditions — the collective pronouns and the proprietary 
accents are important — through twenty or so major texts. If every American 
student were required to read Homer, Shakespeare, the Bible, and Jefferson, 
then we would achieve a full sense of national purpose. Underlying these 
epigonal replications of Matthew Arnold’s exhortations to the significance of 
culture is the social authority of patriotism, the fortifications of identity 
brought to us by “our” culture, whereby we can confront the world defiantly 
and self-confidently; in Francis Fukuyama’s triumphalist proclamation, “we” 
Americans can see ourselves as realizing the end of history. 

This is an extremely drastic delimitation of what we have learned about 
culture — its productivity, its diversity of components, its critical and often 
contradictory energies, its radically antithetical characteristics, and above all 
its rich worldliness and complicity with imperial conquest and liberation. 
We are told that cultural or humanistic study is the recovery of the Judeo- 
I Christian or Western heritage, free from native American culture (which the 

Judeo-Christian tradition in its early American embodiments set about to 
massacre) and from that tradition’s adventures in the non-Western world. 

Yet the multicultural disciplines have in fact found a hospitable haven in 
the contemporary American academy, and this is a historical fact of extraor- 
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jinary magnitude. To a great degree, William Bennett has had this as his 
target, as do Dinesh D’Souza, Roger Kimball, and Alvin Kernan; whereas we 
ff ould have thought that it has always been a legitimate conception of the 
m odem university’s secular mission (as described by Alvin Gouldner) to be a 
place where multiplicity and contradiction co-exist with established dogma 
and canonical doctrine. This is now refuted by a new conservative dog- 
matism claiming “political correctness” as its enemy. The neo-conservative 
supposition is that in admitting Marxism, structuralism, feminism, and 
Third World studies into the curriculum (and before that an entire genera- 
tion of refugee scholars), the American university sabotaged the basis of its 
supposed authority and is now ruled by a Blanquist cabal of intolerant 
ideologues who “control” it. 

The irony is that it has been the university’s practice to admit the 
subversions of cultural theory in order to some degree to neutralize them by 
fixing them in the status of academic subspecialties. So now we have the 
curious spectacle of teachers teaching theories that have been completely 
displaced — wrenched is the better word — from their contexts; I have else- 
where called this phenomenon “travelling theory .” 44 In various academic 
departments — among them literature, philosophy, and history — theory is 
taught so as to make the student believe that he or she can become a Marxist, 
a feminist, an Afrocentrist, or a deconstructionist with about the same effort 
and commitment required in choosing items from a menu. Over and above 
that trivialization is a steadily more powerful cult of professional expertise, 
whose main ideological burden stipulates that social, political, and class- 
based commitments should be subsumed under the professional disciplines, 
so that if you are a professional scholar of literature or critic of culture, all 
your affiliations with the real world are subordinate to your professing in 
those fields. Similarly, you are responsible not so much to an audience in 
your community or society, as to and for your corporate guild of fellow 
experts, your department of specialization, your discipline. In the same spirit 
and by the same law of the division of labor, those whose job is “foreign 
affairs” or “Slavic or Middle Eastern area studies” attend to those matters 
and keep out of yours. Thus your ability to sell, market, promote, and 
package your expertise — from university to university, from publisher to 
publisher, from market to market — is protected, its value maintained, your 
competence enhanced. Robert McCaughey has written an interesting study 
of how this process works in international affairs; the title tells the whole 
story: International Studies and Academic Enterprise: A Chapter in the Enclosure of 


American Learning . 4S 

I am not discussing here all cultural practices in contemporary American 
society — very far from it. But I am describing a particularly influential 
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formation that has a decisive bearing on the relationship, inherited histori- 

f tally by the United States from Europe in the twentieth century, between 

] culture and imperialism. Expertise in foreign policy has never been more 

profitable than it is today — hence never as sequestered from public tamper- 
ing. So on the one hand we have the co-optations of foreign-area expertise 
I by the academy (only experts on India can talk about India, only Africanists 

i about Africa), and on the other reaffirmations of these co-optations by both 

I the media and the government. These rather slow and silent processes are 

| put in startling evidence, revealed impressively and suddenly, during peri- 

j ods of foreign crisis for the United States and its interests — for example, the 

j Iranian hostage crisis, the shooting down of Korean Airlines flight 007, the 

j Achille Lauro affair, the Libyan, Panamanian, and Iraqi wars. Then, as if by 

an open sesame as unarguably obeyed as it is planned to the last detail, 
j public awareness is saturated with media analysis and stupendous coverage, 

j Thus experience is emasculated. Adorno says: 



The total obliteration of the war by information, propaganda, commen- 
taries, with cameramen in the first tanks and war reporters dying heroic 
deaths, the mishmash of an enlightened manipulation of public opinion 
and oblivious activity: all this is another expression for the withering 
of experience, the vacuum between men and their fate, in which their 
real fate lies. It is as if the reified, hardened plaster-cast of events takes 
the place of events themselves. Men are reduced to walk-on parts in a 
monster documentary-film. 46 

It would be irresponsible to dismiss the effects that American electronic 
media coverage of the non- Western world — and the consequent displace- 
ments in print culture — has on American attitudes to, and foreign policy 
toward, that world. I argued the case in 1981 47 (and it is more true today) that 
limited public effect on the media’s performance coupled with an almost 
perfect correspondence between prevailing government policy and the ide- 
ology ruling news presentation and selection (an agenda set by certified 
experts hand in hand with media managers) keeps the United States’ impe- 
rial perspective toward the non-Western world consistent. As a result 
United States policy has been supported by a dominant culture that does not 
oppose its main tenets: support for dictatorial and unpopular regimes, for a 
scale of violence out of all proportion to the violence of native insurgency 
against American allies, for a steady hostility to the legitimacy of native 
nationalism. 

The concurrence between such notions and the world-view promulgated 
by the media is quite exact. The history of other cultures is non-existent 
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until it erupts in confrontation with the United States; most of what counts 
about foreign societies is compressed into thirty-second items, “sound- 
bites,” and into the question of whether they are pro- or anti-America, 
freedom, capitalism, democracy. Most Americans today know and discuss 
sports with greater skill than they do their own government’s behavior in 
Africa, Indochina, or Latin America; a recent poll showed that 89 percent of 
high school juniors believed that Toronto was in Italy. As framed by the 
media, the choice facing professional interpreters of, or experts on, “other” 
peoples is to tell the public whether what is happening is “good” for America 
or not — as if what is “good” could be articulated in fifteen-second sound 
bites — and then to recommend a policy for action. Every commentator or 
expert a potential secretary of state for a few minutes. 

The internalization of norms used in cultural discourse, the rules to 
follow when statements are made, the “history” that is made official as 
opposed to the history that is not: all these of course are ways to regulate 
public discussion in all societies. The difference here is that the epic scale 
of United States global power and the corresponding power of the national 
domestic consensus created by the electronic media have no precedents. 
Never has there been a consensus so difficult to oppose nor so easy and 
logical to capitulate to unconsciously. Conrad saw Kurtz as a European in 
the African jungle and Gould as an enlightened Westerner in the South 
American mountains, capable of both civilizing and obliterating the natives; 
the same power, on a world scale, is true of the United States today, despite 
its declining economic power. 

My analysis would be incomplete were I not to mention another impor- 
tant element. In speaking of control and consensus, I have used the word 
“hegemony” purposely, despite Nye’s disclaimer that the United States does 
not now aim for it. It is not a question of a directly imposed regime of 
conformity in the correspondence between contemporary United States 
cultural discourse and United States policy in the subordinate, non-Western 
world. Rather, it is a system of pressures and constraints by which the whole 
cultural corpus retains its essentially imperial identity and its direction. This 
is why it is accurate to say that a mainstream culture has a certain regularity, 
integrity, or predictability over time. Another way of putting this is to say 
that one can recognize new patterns of dominance, to borrow from Fredric 
Jameson’s description of post-modernism, 48 in contemporary culture. Jame- 
son’s argument is yoked to his description of consumer culture, whose 
central features are a new relationship with the past based on pastiche and 
nostalgia, a new and eclectic randomness in the cultural artefact, a reorgani- 
zation of space, and characteristics of multinational capital. To this we must 
add the culture’s phenomenally incorporative capacity, which makes it 
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1 possible for anyone in fact to say anything at all, but everything is processed 

I j either toward the dominant mainstream or out to the margins. 

| j Marginalization in American culture means a kind of unimportant p ro _ 

I vinciality. It means the inconsequence associated with what is not major, not 

it central, not powerful — in short, it means association with what are consid- 

| ered euphemistically as “alternative” modes, alternative states, peoples 

j cultures, alternative theaters, presses, newspapers, artists, scholars, and 

1 styles, which may later become central or at least fashionable. The new 

j images of centrality— directly connected with what C. Wright Mills called 

i the power elite supplant the slower, reflective, less immediate and rapid 

; processes of print culture, with its encoding of the attendant and recalcitrant 

| categories of historical class, inherited property, and traditional privilege, 

ji The executive presence is central in American culture today: the president, 

t the television commentator, the corporate official, celebrity. Centrality is 

\ identity, what is powerful, important, and ours. Centrality maintains balance 

\ between extremes; it endows ideas with the balances of moderation, ratio- 

\ nality, pragmatism; it holds the middle together. 

j And centrality gives rise to semi-official narratives that authorize and 

ji provoke certain sequences of cause and effect, while at the same time 

I preventing counter-narratives from emerging. The commonest sequence is 

the old one that America, a force for good in the world, regularly comes up 
i against obstacles posed by foreign conspiracies, ontologically mischievous 

and against America. Thus American aid to Vietnam and Iran was cor- 
rupted by communists on the one hand and terrorist fundamentalists on the 
other, leading to humiliation and bitter disappointment. Conversely, during 
the Cold War, the valiant Afghanistani moujabidin (freedom fighters), Po- 
land’s Solidarity movement, Nicaraguan “contras,” Angolan rebels, Salva- 
doran regulars all of whom “we” support — left to our proper devices 
j would be victorious with “our” help, but the meddlesome efforts of liberals 

at home and disinformation experts abroad reduced our ability to help. Until 
the Gulf War, when “we” finally rid ourselves of the “Vietnam syndrome.” 

These subliminally available capsule histories are refracted superbly in 
, the novels of E. L. Doctorow, Don DeLillo, and Robert Stone, and merci- 

| lessly analyzed by journalists like Alexander Cockbum, Christopher Hitch- 

ens, Seymour Hersh, and in the tireless work of Noam Chomsky. But these 
official narratives still have the power to interdict, marginalize, and criminal- 
ize alternative versions of the same history — in Vietnam, Iran, the Middle 
East, Africa, Central America, Eastern Europe. A simple empirical demon- 
stration of what I mean is what happens when you are given the opportunity 
to express a more complex, less sequential history: in fact you are compelled 
to retell the facts in such a way as to be inventing a language from scratch, 
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aS was the case with the Gulf War examples I discussed earlier. The most 
difficult thing to say during the Gulf War was that foreign societies in history 
and at present may not have assented to the imposition of Western political 
and military power, not because there was anything inherently evil about 
that power but because they felt it to be alien. To venture so apparently 
uncontroversial a truth about how all cultures in fact behave was nothing 
less than an act of delinquency; the opportunity offered you to say something 
in the name of pluralism and fairness was sharply restricted to inconsequen- 
tial bursts of facts, stamped as either extreme or irrelevant. With no accept- 
able narrative to rely on, with no sustained permission to narrate, you feel 
crowded out and silenced. 

To complete this rather bleak picture, let me add a few final observations 
about the Third World. Obviously we cannot discuss the non-Western 
world as disjunct from developments in the West The ravages of colonial 
wars, the protracted conflicts between insurgent nationalism and anomalous 
imperialist control, the disputatious new fundamentalist and nativist move- 
ments nourished by despair and anger, the extension of the world system 
over the developing world — these circumstances are directly connected to 
actualities in the West. On the one hand, as Eqbal Ahmad says in the best 
account of these circumstances we have, the peasant and pre-capitalist 
classes that predominated during the era of classical colonialism have dis- 
persed in the new states into new, often abruptly urbanized and restless 
classes tied to the absorptive economic and political power of the metropoli- 
tan West. In Pakistan and Egypt, for example, the contentious fundamental- 
ists are led not by peasant or working-class intellectuals but by 
Western-educated engineers, doctors, lawyers. Ruling minorities emerge 
with the new deformations in the new structures of power. 49 These patholo- 
gies, and the disenchantment with authority they have caused, run the 
gamut from the neo-fascist to the dynastic-oligarchic, with only a few states 
retaining a functioning parliamentary and democratic system. On the other 
hand, the crisis of the Third World does present challenges that suggest 
considerable scope for what Ahmad calls “a logic of daring." 50 In having to 
give up traditional beliefs, the newly independent states recognize the 
relativism of, and possibilities inherent in, all societies, systems of belief, 
cultural practices. The experience of achieving independence imparts “opti- 
mism — the emergence and diffusion of a feeling of hope and power, of the 
belief that what exists does not have to exist, that people can improve their 
lot if they try [and] . . . rationalism . . . the spread of the presumption that 
planning, organization and the use of scientific knowledge will resolve social 
problems.” 51 
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F or all its apparent power, this new overall pattern of domination, 
developed during an era of mass societies commanded at the top by a 
powerfully centralizing culture and a complex incorporative economy, is 
unstable. As the remarkable French urban sociologist Paul Virilio has said 
it is a polity based on speed, instant communication, distant reach, constant 
emergency, insecurity induced by mounting crises, some of which lead to 
war. In such circumstances the rapid occupation of real as well as public 
space colonization — becomes the central militaristic prerogative of the 
modem state, as the United States showed when it dispatched a huge army 
to the Arabian Gulf, and commandeered the media to help carry out the 
operation. As against that, Virilio suggests that the modernist project of 
liberating language/speech (la liberation de la parole) has a parallel in the 
liberation of critical spaces — hospitals, universities, theaters, factories, 
churches, empty buildings; in both, the fundamental transgressive act is to 
inhabit the normally uninhabited . 52 As examples, Virilio cites the cases of 
people whose current status is the consequence either of decolonization 
(migrant workers, refugees, Gastarbeiter ) or of major demographic and politi- 
cal shifts (Blacks, immigrants, urban squatters, students, popular insurrec- 
tions, etc.). These constitute a real alternative to the authority of the state. 

If the 1960s are now remembered as a decade of European and American 
mass demonstrations (the university and anti-war uprisings chief among 
them), the 1980s must surely be the decade of mass uprisings outside the 
Western metropolis. Iran, the Philippines, Argentina, Korea, Pakistan, Alge- 
ria, China, South Africa, virtually all of Eastern Europe, the Israeli-occupied 
territories of Palestine: these are some of the most impressive crowd- 
activated sites, each of them crammed with largely unarmed civilian popula- 
tions, well past the point of enduring the imposed deprivations, tyranny, and 
inflexibility of governments that had ruled them for too long. Most memora- 
ble are, on the one hand, the resourcefulness and the startling symbolism of 
the protests themselves (the stone-throwing Palestinian youths, for example, 
or the swaying dancing South African groups, or the wall-traversing East 
Germans) and, on the other, the offensive brutality or collapse and ignomini- 
ous departure of the governments. 

Allowing for great differences in ideology, these mass protests have all 
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challenged something very basic to every art and theory of government, the 
principle of confinement. To be governed people must be counted, taxed, 
educated, and of course ruled in regulated places (house, school, hospital, 
work site), whose ultimate extension is represented at its most simple and 
severe by the prison or mental hospital, as Michel Foucault argued. True, 
there was a carnivalesque aspect to the milling crowds in Gaza or in Wen- 
ceslas and Tiananmen squares, but the consequences of sustained mass 
unconfinement and unsettled existence were only a little less dramatic (and 
dispiriting) in the 1980s than before. The unresolved plight of the Palestini- 
ans speaks directly of an undomesticated cause and a rebellious people 
paying a very heavy price for their resistance. And there are other examples: 
refugees and “boat people,” those unresting and vulnerable itinerants; the 
starving populations of the Southern Hemisphere; the destitute but insistent 
homeless who, like so many Bartlebys, shadow the Christmas shoppers in 
Western cities; the undocumented immigrants and exploited “guest work- 
ers” who provide cheap and usually seasonal labor. Between the extremes 
of discontented, challenging urban mobs and the floods of semi-forgotten, 
uncared-for people, the world’s secular and religious authorities have sought 
new, or renewed, modes of governance. 

None has seemed so easily available, so conveniently attractive as appeals 
to tradition, national or religious identity, patriotism. And because these 
appeals are amplified and disseminated by a perfected media system ad- 
dressing mass cultures, they have been strikingly, not to say frighteningly 
effective. When in the spring of 1986 the Reagan administration decided to 
deal “terrorism” a blow, the raid on Libya was timed to occur exactly as 
prime-time national evening news began. “America strikes back” was an- 
swered resoundingly throughout the Muslim world with bloodcurdling ap-* 
peals to “Islam,” which in turn provoked an avalanche of images, writings, 
and postures in the “West” underscoring the value of “our” Judeo-Christian 
(Western, liberal, democratic) heritage and the nefariousness, evil, cruelty, 
and immaturity of theirs (Islamic, Third World, etc.). 

The raid on Libya is instructive not only because of the spectacular 
mirror reflection between the two sides, but also because they both com- 
bined righteous authority and retributive violence in a way that was unques- 
tioned and then often replicated. Truly this has been the age of Ayatollahs, 
in /which a phalanx of guardians (Khomeini, the Pope, Margaret Thatcher) 
simplify and protect one or another creed, essence, primordial faith. One 
fundamentalism invidiously attacks the others in the name of sanity, free- 
dom, and goodness. A curious paradox is that religious fervor seems almost 
always to obscure notions of the sacred or divine, as if those could not 
survive in the overheated, largely secular atmosphere of fundamentalist 
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combat You would not think of invoking God’s merciful nature when you 
were mobilized by Khomeini (or for that matter, by the Arab champion 
against “the Persians" in the nastiest of the 1980s wars, Saddam): you served, 
you fought, you fulminated. Similarly, oversize champions of the Cold War 
like Reagan and Thatcher demanded, with a righteousness and power that 
few clerics could match, obedient service against the Empire of Evil. 

The space between the bashing of other religions or cultures and deeply 
conservative self-praise has not been filled with edifying analysis or discus- 
sion. In the reams of print about Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, only a tiny 
proportion discussed the book itself; those who opposed it and recommended 
its burning and its author’s death refused to read it, while those who sup- 
ported his freedom to write left it self-righteously at that. Much of the 
passionate controversy about “cultural literacy” in the United States and 
Europe was about what should be read — the twenty or thirty essential 
books — not about how they should be read. In many American universities, 
the frequent right-thinking response to the demands of newly empowered 
marginal groups was to say “show me the African (or Asian, or feminine) 
Proust” or “if you tamper with the canon of Western literature you are likely 
to be promoting the return of polygamy and slavery.” Whether or not such 
hauteur and so caricatural a view of historical process were supposed to 


exemplify the humanism and generosity of “our” culture, these sages did not 
volunteer. 

Their assertions joined a mass of other cultural affirmations whose feature 
was that they had been pronounced by experts and professionals. At the 
same time, as often noted on the Left and the Right, the general secular 
intellectual disappeared. The deaths in the 1980s ofJean-Paul Sartre, Roland 
Barthes, I. F. Stone, Michel Foucault, Raymond Williams, and C.L.R. James, 
mark the passing of an old order; they had been figures of learning and 
authority, whose general scope over many fields gave them more than 
professional competence, that is, a critical intellectual style. The techno- 
crats, in contrast, as Lyotard says in Postmodern Condition , 53 are principally 
competent to solve local problems, not to ask the big questions set by the 
grand narratives of emancipation and enlightenment, and there are also the 
carefully accredited policy experts who serve the security managers who 
have guided international affairs. 

With the virtual exhaustion of grand systems and total theories (the Cold 
War, the Bretton Woods entente, Soviet and Chinese collectivized econo- 
mies, Third World anti-imperialist nationalism), we enter a new period of 
vast uncertainty. This is what Mikhail Gorbachev so powerfully represented 
until he was succeeded by the far less uncertain Boris Yeltsin. Perestroika and 
glasnost, the key words associated with Gorbachev’s reforms, expressed dis- 



Movements and ^<f^gW^firfku.blogspot.com3 2 9 

satisfaction with the past and, at most, vague hopes about the future, but they 
were neither theories nor visions. His restless travels gradually revealed a 
new map of the world, most of it almost frighteningly interdependent, most 
of it intellectually, philosophically, ethnically, and even imaginatively un- 
charted. Large masses of people, greater in number and hopes than ever 
before, want to eat better and more frequently; large numbers also want to 
move, talk, sing, dress. If the old systems cannot respond to those demands, 
the gigantic media-hastened images that provoke administered violence and 
rabid xenophobia will not serve either. They can be counted on to work for 
a moment, but then they lose their mobilizing power. There are too many 
contradictions between reductive schemes and overwhelming impulses and 
drives. 

The old invented histories and traditions and efforts to rule are giving 
way to newer, more elastic and relaxed theories of what is so discrepant and 
intense in the contemporary moment. In the West, post-modernism has seized 
upon the ahistorical weightlessness, consumerism, and spectacle of the new 
order. To it are affiliated other ideas like post-Marxism and post-structural- 
ism, varieties of what the Italian philosopher Gianni Vatimo describes as 
“the weak thought” of “the end of modernity.” Yet in the Arab and Islamic 
world many artists and intellectuals like Adonis, Elias Khoury, Kamal Abu 
Deeb, Muhammad Arkoun, and Jamal Ben Sheikh are still concerned with 
modernity itself, still far from exhausted, still a major challenge in a culture 
dominated by turath (heritage) and orthodoxy. This is similarly the case in 
the Caribbean, East Europe, Latin America, Africa, and the Indian subconti- 
nent, these movements intersect culturally in a fascinating cosmopolitan 
space animated by internationally prominent writers like Salman Rushdie, 
Carlos Fuentes, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Milan Kundera, who intervene 
forcefully not only as novelists but also as commentators and essayists. And 
their debate over what is modem or post-modern is joined by the anxious, 
urgent question of how we are to modernize, given the cataclysmic upheav- 
als the world is experiencing as it moves into the fin de siecle, that is, how we 
are going to keep up life itself when the quotidian demands of the present 
threaten to outstrip the human presence? 

The case ofjapan is extraordinarily symptomatic, as it is described by the 
Japanese- American intellectual Masao Miyoshi. Remark, he says, that, as 
everyone knows, according to studies of “the enigma of Japanese power, 
Japanese banks, corporations, and real-estate conglomerates now far over- 
shadow (indeed dwarf) their American counterparts. Real-estate values in 
Japan are many times higher than in the United States, once considered the 
very citadel of capital. The world’s ten largest banks are mostly Japanese, 
and much of the United States’ huge foreign debt is held by Japan (and 
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f Taiwan). Although there was some prefiguring of this in the brief ascen- 

| dancy of Arab oil-producing states in the 1970s, Japanese international eco- 

nomic power is unparalleled, especially, as Miyoshi says, in being tied to an 
| almost total absence of international cultural power. Japan’s contemporary 

: verbal culture is austere, even impoverished — dominated by talk shows 

ij comic books, relentless conferences and panel discussions. Miyoshi diag- 

I noses a new problematic for culture as a corollary to the country’s staggering 

financial resources, an absolute disparity between the total novelty and 
global dominance in the economic sphere, and the impoverishing retreat and 
dependence on the West in cultural discourse. 54 

From the details of daily life to the immense range of global forces 
(including what has been called “the death of nature”) — all these importune 
ji the troubled soul, and there is little to mitigate their power or the crises they 

create. The two general areas of agreement nearly everywhere are that 
personal freedoms should be safeguarded, and that the earth’s environment 
| should be defended against further decline. Democracy and ecology, each 

providing a local context and plenty of concrete combat zones, are set 
against a cosmic backdrop. Whether in the struggle of nationalities or in the 
problems of deforestation and global warming, the interactions between 
individual identity (embodied in minor activities like smoking or using of 
aerosol cans) and the general framework are tremendously direct, and the 
time-honored conventions of art, history, and philosophy do not seem well- 
suited to them. Much of what was so exciting for four decades about 
Western modernism and its aftermath — in, say, the elaborate interpretative 
strategies of critical theory or the self-consciousness of literary and musical 
forms — seems almost quaintly abstract, desperately Eurocentric today. 
More reliable now are the reports from the front line where struggles are 
being fought between domestic tyrants and idealist oppositions, hybrid 
combinations of realism and fantasy, cartographic and archeological descrip- 
tions, explorations in mixed forms (essay, video or film, photograph, memoir, 
story, aphorism) of unhoused exilic experiences. 

The major task, then, is to match the new economic and socio-political 
dislocations and configurations of our time with the startling realities of 
human interdependence on a world scale. If the Japanese, East European, 
Islamic, and Western instances express anything in common, it is that a new 
critical consciousness is needed, and this can be achieved only by revised 
attitudes to education. Merely to urge students to insist on one’s own 
identity, history, tradition, uniqueness may initially get them to name their 
basic requirements for democracy and for the right to an assured, decently 
humane existence. But we need to go on and to situate these in a geography 
of other identities, peoples, cultures, and then to study how, despite their 
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differences, they have always overlapped one another, through unhierarch- 
ical influence, crossing, incorporation, recollection, deliberate forgetfulness, 
and, of course, conflict. We are nowhere near “the end of history,” but we 
are still far from free from monopolizing attitudes toward it. These have not 
been much good in the past — notwithstanding the rallying cries of the 
politics of separatist identity, multiculturalism, minority discourse — and the 
quicker we teach ourselves to find alternatives, the better and safer. The fact 
is, we are mixed in with one another in ways that most national systems of 
education have not dreamed of. To match knowledge in the arts and 
sciences with these integrative realities is, I believe, the intellectual and 
cultural challenge of moment. 

The steady critique of nationalism, which derives from the various theo- 
rists of liberation I have discussed, should not be forgotten, for we must not 
condemn ourselves to repeat the imperial experience. In the redefined and 
yet very close contemporary relationship between culture and imperialism, 
a relationship that enables disquieting forms of domination, how can we 
sustain the liberating energies released by the great decolonizing resistance 
movements and the mass uprisings of the 1980s? Can these energies elude the 
homogenizing processes of modern life, hold in abeyance the interventions 
of the new imperial centrality? 

“All things counter, original, spare, strange”: Gerard Manley Hopkins in 
“Pied Beauty.” The question is, Where? And where too, we might ask, is there 
a place for that astonishingly harmonious vision of time intersecting with the 
timeless that occurs at the end of “Little Gidding,” a moment that Eliot saw 
as words in 

An easy commerce of the old and the new, 

The common word exact without vulgarity. 

The formal word precise but not pedantic. 

The complete consort dancing together. 55 

Virilio’s notion is counter-habitation: to live as migrants do in habitually 
uninhabited but nevertheless public spaces. A similar notion occurs in Mille 
Plateaux (volume z of the Anti-Oedipe) by Gilles Deleuze and F 61 ix Guattari. 
A great deal of this immensely rich book is not easily accessible, but I have 
found it mysteriously suggestive. The chapter entitled “Traite de 
nomadologie: La Machine de guerre,” builds on Virilio’s work by extending 
his ideas on movement and space to a highly eccentric study of an itinerant 
war machine. This quite original treatise contains a metaphor about a 
disciplined kind of intellectual mobility in an age of institutionalization, 
regimentation, co-optation. The war machine, Deleuze and Guattari say, 
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can be assimilated to the military powers of the state — but, since it J s 
fundamentally a separate entity, need not be, any more than the spirit’s 
nomadic wanderings need always be put at the service of institutions. The 
war machine’s source of strength is not only its nomadic freedom but also 
its metallurgical art — which Deleuze and Guattari compare to the art of 
musical composition — by which materials are forged, fashioned “beyond 
separate forms; [this metallurgy, like music] stresses the continuing develop- 
ment of form itself, and beyond individually differing materials it stresses the 
continuing variation within matter itself .” 56 Precision, concreteness, conti- 
nuity, form — all these have the attributes of a nomadic practice whose 
power, Virilio says, is not aggressive but transgressive . 57 

We can perceive this truth on the political map of the contemporary 
world. F or surely it is one of the unhappiest characteristics of the age to have 
produced more refugees, migrants, displaced persons, and exiles than ever 
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before in history, most of them as an accompaniment to and, ironically 
enough, as afterthoughts of great post-colonial and imperial conflicts. As the 
struggle for independence produced new states and new boundaries, it also 
produced homeless wanderers, nomads, and vagrants, unassimilated to the 
emerging structures of institutional power, rejected by the established order 
for their intransigence and obdurate rebelliousness. And insofar as these 
people exist between the old and. the new, between the old empire and the 
new state, their condition articulates the tensions, irresolutions, and con- 
tradictions in the overlapping territories shown on the cultural map of 
imperialism. 

There is a great difference, however, between the optimistic mobility, the 
intellectual liveliness, and “the logic of daring” described by the various 
theoreticians on whose work I have drawn, and the massive dislocations, 
waste, misery, and horrors endured in our century’s migrations and muti- 
lated lives. Yet it is no exaggeration to say that liberation as an intellectual 
mission, born in the resistance and opposition to the confinements and 
ravages of imperialism, has now shifted from the settled, established, and 
domesticated dynamics of culture to its unhoused, decentered, and exilic 
energies, energies whose incarnation today is the migrant, and whose con- 
sciousness is that of the intellectual and artist in exile, the political figure 
between domains, between forms, between homes, and between languages. 
From this perspective then all things are indeed counter, original, spare, 
strange. From this perspective also, one can see “the complete consort 
dancing together” contrapuntally. And while it would be the rankest Pan- 
glossian dishonesty to say that the bravura performances of the intellectual 
exile and the miseries of the displaced person or refugee are the same, it is 
possible, I think, to regard the intellectual as first distilling then articulating 
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the predicaments that disfigure modernity — mass deportation, imprison- 
ment, population transfer, collective dispossession, and forced immigrations. 

“The past life of emigres is, as we know, annulled,” says Adorno in 
Minima Moralia, subtitled Reflections from a Damaged Life (Reflexionen aus dem 
hescbadigten Leben). Why? “Because anything that is not reified, cannot be 
counted and measured, ceases to exist ” 58 or, as he says later, is consigned to 
mere “background.” Although the disabling aspects of this fate are manifest, 
its virtues or possibilities are worth exploring. Thus the emigrd conscious- 
ness — a mind of winter, in Wallace Stevens’s phrase — discovers in its mar- 
ginality that “a gaze averted from the beaten track, a hatred of brutality, a 
search for fresh concepts not yet encompassed by the general pattern, is the 
last hope for thought .” 59 Adorno’s general pattern is what in another place 
he calls the “administered world” or, insofar as the irresistible dominants in 
culture are concerned, “the consciousness industry.” There is then not just 
the negative advantage of refuge in the emigre’s eccentricity; there is also 
the positive benefit of challenging the system, describing it in language 
unavailable to those it has already subdued: 

In an intellectual hierarchy which constantly makes everyone answera- 
ble, unanswerability alone can call the hierarchy directly by its name. 
The circulation sphere, whose stigmata are borne by intellectual out- 
siders, opens a last refuge to the mind that it barters away, at the very 
moment when refuge no longer exists. He who offers for sale something 
unique that no one wants to buy, represents, even against his will, 
freedom from exchange . 60 

These are certainly minimal opportunities, although a few pages later 
Adorno expands the possibility of freedom by prescribing a form of expres- 
sion whose opacity, obscurity, and deviousness — the absence of “the full 
transparency of its logical genesis” — move away from the dominant system, 
enacting in its “inadequacy” a measure of liberation: 

This inadequacy resembles that of life, which describes a wavering, 
deviating line, disappointing by comparison with its premises, and yet 
which only in this actual course, always less than it should be, is able, 
under given conditions of existence, to represent an unregimented 
one . 61 

Too privatized, we are likely to say about this respite from regimentation. 
Yet we can rediscover it not only in the obdurately subjective, even negative 
Adorno, but in the public accents of an Islamic intellectual like Ali Shariati, 
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a prime force in the early days of the Iranian Revolution, when his attack 
on “the true, straight path, this smooth and sacred highway”— organized 
orthodoxy contrasted with the deviations of constant migration: 

man, this dialectical phenomenon, is compelled to be always in mo- 
tion Man, then, can never attain a final resting place and take up 

residence in God How disgraceful, then, are all fixed standards. 

Who can ever fix a standard? Man is a “choice,” a struggle, a constant 
becoming. He is an infinite migration, a migration within himself, from 
clay to God; he is a migrant within his own soul. 62 

Here we have a genuine potential for an emergent non-coercive culture 
(although Shariati speaks only of “man” and not of “woman”), which in its 
awareness of concrete obstacles and concrete steps, exactness without vul- 
garity, precision but not pedantry, shares the sense of a beginning which 
occurs in all genuinely radical efforts to start again 63 — for example, the 
tentative authorization of feminine experience in Virginia Woolf’s A Room 
of One's Own, or the fabulous reordination of time and character giving rise 
to the divided generations of Midnight’s Children, or the remarkable univer- 
salizing of the African-American experience as it emerges in such brilliant 
detail in Toni Morrison s Tar Baby and Beloved. The push or tension comes 
from the surrounding environment — the imperialist power that would 
otherwise compel you to disappear or to accept some miniature version of 
yourself as a doctrine to be passed out on a course syllabus. These are not 
new master discourses, strong new narratives, but, as in John Berger’s pro- 
gram, another way of telling. When photographs or texts are used merely to 
establish identity and presence — to give us merely representative images of 
the Woman, or the Indian — they enter what Berger calls a control system. 
With their innately ambiguous, hence negative and anti-narrativist way- 
wardness not denied, however, they permit unregimented subjectivity to 
have a social function: “fragile images [family photographs] often carried 
next to the heart, or placed by the side of the bed, are used to refer to that 
which historical time has no right to destroy.” 64 

From another perspective, the exilic, the marginal, subjective, migratory 
energies of modern life, which the liberationist struggles have deployed 
when these energies are too toughly resilient to disappear, have also 
emerged in what Immanuel Wallerstein calls “anti-systemic movements.” 
Remember that the main feature of imperialist expansion historically was 
accumulation, a process that accelerated during the twentieth century. Wal- 
lerstein s argument is that at bottom capital accumulation is irrational; its 
additive, acquisitive gains continue unchecked even though its costs — in 
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maintaining the process, in paying for wars to protect it, in “buying off” and 
co-opting “intermediate cadres,” in living in an atmosphere of permanent 
crisis — are exorbitant, not worth the gains. Thus, Wallerstein says, “the very 
superstructure [of state power and the national cultures that support the idea 
of state power] that was put in place to maximize the free flow of the factors 
of production in the world-economy is the nursery of national movements 
that mobilize against the inequalities inherent in the world system.’’ 65 Those 
people compelled by the system to play subordinate or imprisoning roles 
within it emerge as conscious antagonists, disrupting it, proposing claims, 
advancing arguments that dispute the totalitarian compulsions of the world 
market Not everything can be bought off. 

All these hybrid counter-energies, at work in many fields, individuals, and 
moments provide a community or culture made up of numerous anti- 
systemic hints and practices for collective human existence (and neither 
doctrines nor complete theories) that is not based on coercion or domi- 
nation. They fuelled the uprisings of the 1980s, about which I spoke earlier. 
The authoritative, compelling image of the empire, which crept into and 
overtook so many procedures of intellectual mastery that are central in 
modem culture, finds its opposite in the renewable, almost sporty discon- 
tinuities of intellectual and secular impurities — mixed genres, unexpected 
combinations of tradition and novelty, political experiences based on com- 
munities of effort and interpretation (in the broadest sense of the word) 
rather than classes or corporations of possession, appropriation, and power. 

I find myself returning again and again to a hauntingly beautiful passage 
by Hugo of St. Victor, a twelfth-century monk from Saxony: 


It is therefore, a source of great virtue for the practiced mind to learn, 
bit by bit, first to change about in visible and transitory things, so that 
afterwards it may be able to leave them behind altogether. The person 
who finds his homeland sweet is still a tender beginner; he to whom 
every soil is as his native one is already strong; but he is perfect to 
whom the entire world is as a foreign place. The tender soul has fixed 
his love on one spot in the world; the strong person has extended his 
love to all places; the perfect man has extinguished his. 66 



Erich Auerbach, the great German scholar who spent the years of World 
War Two as an exile in Turkey, cites this passage as a model for anyone — 
man and woman — wishing to transcend the restraints of imperial or national 
or provincial limits. Only through this attitude can a historian, for example, 
begin to grasp human experience and its written records in all their diversity 
and particularity; otherwise one would remain committed more to the 
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exclusions and reactions of prejudice than to the negative freedom of real 
knowledge. But note that Hugo twice makes it clear that the “strong” or 
“perfect” person achieves independence and detachment by working through 
attachments, not by rejecting them. Exile is predicated on the existence of, 
love for, and a real bond with one’s native place; the universal truth of exile 
is not that one has lost that love or home, but that inherent in each is an 
unexpected, unwelcome loss. Regard experiences then as i/they were about 
to disappear what is it about them that anchors or roots them in reality? 
What would you save of them, what would you give up, what would you 
recover? To answer such questions you must have the independence and 
detachment of someone whose homeland is “sweet,” but whose actual condi- 
tion makes it impossible to recapture that sweetness, and even less possible 
to derive satisfaction from substitutes furnished by illusion or dogma, 
whether deriving from pride in one’s heritage or from certainty about who 
“we” are. 

No one today is purely one thing. Labels like Indian, or woman, or 
Muslim, or American are not more than starting-points, which if followed 
i into actual experience for only a moment are quickly left behind. Imperial- 

ism consolidated the mixture of cultures and identities on a global scale. But 
| its worst and most paradoxical gift was to allow people to believe that they 

were only, mainly, exclusively, white, or Black, or Western, or Oriental. Yet 
just as human beings make their own history, they also make their cultures 
and ethnic identities. No one can deny the persisting continuities of long 
traditions, sustained habitations, national languages, and cultural geogra- 
phies, but there seems no reason except fear and prejudice to keep insisting 
on their separation and distinctiveness, as if that was all human life was 
about. Survival in fact is about the connections between things; in Eliot’s 
phrase, reality cannot be deprived of the “other echoes [that] inhabit the 
j garden.” It is more rewarding — and more difficult — to think concretely and 

j sympathetically, contrapuntally, about others than only about “us.” But this 

also means not trying to rule others, not trying to classify them or put them 
in hierarchies, above all, not constantly reiterating how “our” culture or 
I country is number one (or not number one, for that matter). For the intellec- 

- tual there is quite enough of value to do without that. 
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